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    In memory of my grandfather, Constantine Fragoulis

  


  
    


    A world ends when its metaphor is dead.


    — ARCHIBALD MACLEISH
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    SMYRNA, 1922

  


  
    Kivelli Fotiathi was a young woman in full blossom, a Smyrnean rose with a scent as fresh and intoxicating as an orchard at sunset, and it was her father’s task to find the appropriate man to pick her. Though Papa was worldly and refined, and had travelled the great cities of Europe and Asia, he refused to let her do the picking with her eyes, ears or heart. This was out of the question, although it was she who would look at her husband’s face until the moment of death, smell his breath on her pillow, feel the heat of his flesh as he lay with his full weight on her breast. These were not discussions Papa would tolerate, and her spinster aunt was no ally. Neither understood Kivelli’s dreams extended beyond Smyrna and The City, where Papa found most of the primped up boys from good families. She pictured him in their fancy homes, raising a crystal goblet to celebrate the perfect match. The high notes born of their clinking glasses echoed in her ears as if someone were thinking of her; but it was she who thought of them as they implicated her without her consent.


    Kivelli dreamt of faraway places with foreign names, which she practised pronouncing until they rolled off her tongue like a favourite song. Paris, London, New York: great cities she’d learned about at the American College for Girls, and where some of her former schoolmates returned to when their fathers’ business in Smyrna was done. Some of these young women sent her letters, and she memorized every detail, every word they offered. It was her father’s fault that her head was filled with so much foreignness. He insisted she attend classes with the daughters of dignitaries and rich men, although the Greek College was around the corner from their house. But even without the privileged schooling, she still wouldn’t be interested in his tailor-made swells from Constantinople, their cheeks pink and smooth, their hair slicked back like Valentino’s.


    Kivelli was waiting for the American naval officer she’d christened Lieutenant Lovegrove to walk up to her door, the gold buttons of his uniform dazzling everyone in his path. One afternoon in the front garden of a café on the Quai, she fell under the gaze of those miniature suns. She lifted her teacup, took a sip and pretended to be absorbed in the French novel she’d brought along — something by Colette. When the waiter delivered a note requesting the pleasure of her company on a walk along the waterfront after the sun went down, Kivelli glanced at the officer and gave him a coy smile, then folded the note into her book and walked out of the garden without looking back. She had no idea how such affairs were conducted in America, but here in Smyrna, in 1922, young women from respected families did not accept invitations from strangers — not even handsome ones wearing impressive uniforms at whom they had smiled brazenly, and in whose personal sunshine they had basked. It simply was not done, no matter what the travellers said. Kivelli kept his note as a souvenir, as proof of her power and allure. That night she slipped it under her pillow and dreamt of Lieutenant Lovegrove at the wheel of a black shiny car, which drove her over the sea all the way to America. There she saw, heard and tasted the things her friends had written about in their letters. She wore pyjamas made of cat’s fur, drank water that made her giggle and bit her handsome new husband on the neck.


    These fancies buried every young man who came calling, no matter how handsome, witty or rich. In any case, she was in no rush to marry; the foreign books she favoured had taught her that anticipation was more exhilarating than what was attained. Kivelli confided these thoughts to only one person, her cousin Amalia, in letters written in a coded language devised to hide their secrets from their parents. Kivelli’s imagination fed her cousin’s dreams, aroused her desires, and together they created a fantasy world that could not be penetrated by conventional proposals.


    When Papa returned from his latest trip to Constantinople, he brought home presents, letters from Amalia, and his latest protégé. The house was prepared to receive the master and his guest. Everything silver had been polished, the windows were so clean they were invisible, and bushels of roses saturated the rooms with their heady perfume. Even before the young man laid eyes on Kivelli, he would be seduced by the quiet luxury of the foyer and salon: the silk kilims hanging on the walls; the needlepoint tableaus, detailed as paintings; the tessellated bowls and vases with their opaque glazes — magical vessels placed casually throughout the rooms. Hers was a house filled with treasures. Kivelli was accustomed to their presence, so it was difficult for her to imagine the impression they made on strangers.


    But these decorations were just accessories to what the young man truly desired. Kivelli carried a hefty dowry made up of fertile land and satchels of gold. Her handpicked suitor cared little for the lace tablecloths and curtains, the linen sheets and crocheted bedspreads folded neatly in her hope chest. Nor could he imagine the radiance of the white silk peignoir wrapped in thin white paper, waiting patiently for her wedding night to make its debut. If he could see her in it, swaying in front of her mirror, he would give up all the gold in Anatolia for one kiss. When Kivelli thought of marriage, she thought only of beauty — the groom’s face, the bed’s lacy skirts and her reflection in the mirror, in the discs of her husband’s eyes, locked on her as she stepped into the candlelit bedroom in her diaphanous sheath.


    Though she was determined to reject the man no matter what he had to offer, she played along, choosing a colourful dress that was both elegant and provocative, twisting her chestnut hair into a chignon held in place by a Castilian comb, but letting a few capricious strands fall over her forehead. She stepped into her finest shoes, the soft white leather ones reserved for holidays and weddings, and powdered her neck, breasts and underarms with talc that smelled of exotic flowers which only bloomed at night in the desert.


    The young man, wearing his best suit and smelling faintly of lemon verbena, sprang to his feet when she stepped into the salon holding a silver tray. He blushed when Kivelli offered him tea and a sweet — a pink, sinful rose pastry that melted with the taste of Smyrna, of her, in his mouth. Though he did not know it yet, he was glimpsing that which would never be his. Kivelli smiled as she imagined him recalling this moment every time his future wife brought him his tea, the dark liquid on his tongue both bitter and sweet. But while he was hers, she enchanted him with her many charms. She sang love songs in French and Turkish, played minuets on the blond piano from Mr. Kasanova’s shop, recited passages from epic poems in Greek. She asked many questions about his home, his family, his ambitions, and she cooed enthusiastically to his replies, no matter how dull. She treated him like a sultan, and even Papa, who had witnessed this performance many times, was encouraged, though Aunt Penelope threw her searing glances when no one else was looking.


    Kivelli hoped beyond hope that her father would give up his search, and intensified her own along the Quai: in lovely cafés filled with mysterious, dapper strangers, and on terraces where beautifully dressed ladies played cards and gossiped while their doll-like children were fussed over by nursemaids. In a small notebook Kivelli copied details from their dresses so that her favourite seamstress would be able to drape her in the latest fashions from abroad. When she was feeling particularly bold, she tried to fool these foreign women into thinking she too was a visitor to Smyrna, speaking in musical French to the Americans, in crisp English to the French.


    These trips to the Quai on her own, or with her black cloud of an aunt, took place when Papa was away on business, buying and selling silks rich enough for an emperor. His regular departures gave her a freedom not enjoyed by other Smyrnean girls of her class. Kivelli pitied them as she sipped fizzy lemonade on the terrace of the Grand Hotel, strands of her hair tickling her cheeks in the warm sea breeze. From this vantage point she observed the traffic of handsome young men, sauntering by alone or in groups, thinking seriously, she imagined, about stumbling upon her like a rare treasure of the East — an Anatolian pearl they would be unable to resist, which they would have to possess.
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    PIRAEUS, 1922

  


  
    She was discovered in a loge of Piraeus’s Attikon Theatre, asleep under a swatch of red velvet cut from its curtain. Others had been fetched by relatives or boarded in the homes of sombre-dressed strangers. This was different. Kivelli’s benefactress looked like High Queen of the gypsies: shiny red frock a few sizes too small for her mass; oversized, purple hat with a golden plume; and green satin slippers embroidered with sequins. Was she real or an apparition escaped from one of the young woman’s nightmares?


    “I’m Kyria Effie. Gather your things,” she commanded in a voice both shrill and coarse that stripped away the last vestiges of sleep and doubt. “I have a place for you in my house.” Things, there were no things, and Kivelli asked no questions. She straightened the patched skirt and yellowed cotton blouse she’d been given by the Refugee Relief Society, put on the second-hand espadrilles and followed the woman down the stairs. Kyria Effie talked, talked, talked the whole time; it did not matter to her one bit that her charge hadn’t said a word. She wasn’t looking for conversation, but for an echo to direct her out of this underworld where old men wept inconsolably for dead grandsons, wives for dead husbands and sons, young women for lost sweethearts, and the only laughter was anguish improperly channelled, like swallowing the wrong way and choking. No Greek had been untouched by the Catastrophe, not even this gargantuan woman in her carnival outfit. She filled the world with words, with noise, while Kivelli tried to shut everything out.


    Along Piraeus’s waterfront black curtains waved from open windows, boats in the harbour hoisted black sails and black shrouds hung off every tall building, the fabric stained and ripped like a whore’s nightgown. Fishmongers with blood on their aprons chased away stray, hollow-eyed children. Listless bodies lined the streets like casualties of war. Beggars, skinny as sticks hung with rags, thrust out grimy hands and cursed when Kyria Effie walked through them as if they were nothing more than swirls of dust that choked the streets. After so many weeks in the perpetual gloom of the theatre, Kivelli’s eyes stung from the glare of the noonday sun, and the stench of rotten fish and unwashed flesh turned her stomach. She coughed violently and almost vomited, but Kyria Effie, still babbling, did not notice.


    The women crossed an iron footbridge into a neighbourhood called Drapetsona, and passed through a square full of peddlers selling loukoumades, kebabs and halva. Idle men sat around small metal tables, drinking coffee, smoking narghiles, killing time. The men greeted them with lewd gestures and kissing noises as if calling a cat, which Kyria Effie ignored, but which filled Kivelli with shame. On a narrow sidestreet off the square, they mounted the steps of a two-storey house with russet roof tiles, soot-covered bricks and a cracked red door. Icy fingers clamped around Kivelli’s heart and squeezed, stealing her breath and making her gasp in pain. Perhaps she should have asked some questions, or at least listened to Kyria Effie’s patter. Then run. But where? Back to the theatre? No. Back to the sea.


    Once inside, they tramped up stairs that groaned beneath them, and at the end of a dim, gaslit corridor, Kyria Effie opened the door to a room no bigger than a broom closet. A mattress covered in a shabby quilt lay on the floor; a three-legged wooden chair leaned in the corner; and instead of a window, a wrought-iron grate looked into the next room. It was no better than the theatre, possibly worse, except for the door. “This is your home now, and you can call me Mother. All the girls do.” Kyria Effie pulled her lips into a ghastly smile and fiddled with a gold locket that hung from her neck. Kivelli stared at her feet, at the faded espadrilles, too small and ugly brown. “You will be fed and clothed and given an allowance if you follow the rules.”


    It boiled down to taking it with her mouth shut. Except when required to keep it open. In the theatre, “it” was traded for an extra hunk of black bread, a second dried out sardine. You took it, you gave it, and considered yourself lucky. But Kivelli had no appetite for her rations and gnawed the insides of her cheeks when she was hungry. She looked at the madam’s wrinkled, painted face, into her brown piggy eyes for the first time, and regurgitated words that caught like fish bones in her throat: “I will never call you Mother. Do you understand?”


    Kyria Effie’s eyes narrowed and her lower lip curled towards her double chin. She grabbed Kivelli by the arm and dragged her downstairs. In a dusty parlour closed off by a moss-coloured curtain, half a dozen men waited their turn. Some stretched out on the floor, their backs up against the wall, a few lolled on a threadbare divan and shared a narghile in the fulvous light of the room’s single lamp. The only one standing cranked a lively tune from a laterna strung with red and white carnations. When the music stopped, the mermaid decorating its top-board winked at Kivelli, who collapsed like a doll made of wood and string.


    “Please don’t let any of those beasts touch me, buy me for a few coins,” she blubbered, streaking Kyria Effie’s satin slippers with tears and saliva.


    The madam smirked, immune to such pleas. “It’s the ones who don’t cry I worry about most, my girl,” she said dryly and pushed Kivelli through the curtain with her sequined foot. She lay before the men like a woven carpet ready to be unfurled and trod upon.


    “Boys, I give you the Anatolian pearl,” Kyria Effie announced, glowing, proud. Kivelli peeked at her audience from under her arm. One of the tougher looking guys shook his head, twisted the end of his long moustache.


    “Heartless woman, I can still smell smoke in her hair.”


    “You just don’t have the money, Manolaki.”


    The others laughed, like caught thieves.


    Spared for the moment, she was sent back to the broom closet where she crawled into bed, pulling the quilt over her head to muffle the vulgar sounds coming through the grate. Her sleep was like death in the dank little room — without breath, without dreams.

  


  
    KYRIA EFFIE WAS NOT AS impatient as she first seemed. The next morning she told Kivelli that the Anatolian pearl would not be plucked by some fumbling diver right away. It would be saved for a big spender who collected such rarities and was willing to pay the price. Until he turned up, she would earn her keep by washing dishes, emptying chamber pots and cleaning rooms after her other “daughters” were done. Not after every customer, but after every five or so when a mustiness rose off the sheets and filled the room with a fug so thick that it blinded and suffocated with its intensity. Kyria Effie assumed this would help Kivelli become accustomed to the atmosphere, to the parade of men with their flies undone. Though she’d never washed a dish or changed bedclothes in her life, the other job seemed infinitely worse.


    She did as she was told, spoke to no one and tried to become invisible, hiding in the broom closet or in dark corners of the corridor as the other girls led customers in and out of their rooms. What if someone from home recognized her? Not a young man, some seller of pumpkin seeds she’d flirted with from her window — those boys were all dead. But some lost old man, a friend of Papa’s who’d come to their house for dinner or lunch, carrying boxes of gold-wrapped Swiss chocolates for her and her brother Constantine. When the moans and the creaking of bedsprings subsided, the final goodbyes and complaints exchanged, she would slip behind the opening door. In the empty room she’d hold her breath and feel her way towards the window fumed by stale cries of passion. Flinging open the peeling brown shutters, she’d let out a sigh that turned into a song before she could stop it:


    



    Kiss me on the mouth, I can’t resist,


    open up your window and blow a little kiss


    



    Men from all over Drapetsona and adjoining neighbourhoods came to have a look at her, to put in their bids, but Kyria Effie rejected their meagre offers. As days turned to weeks, Kivelli almost persuaded herself that all the big spenders had left town and that nothing would change. But how much longer could she get away with dusting battered headboards, emptying cracked spittoons and shaking out dirty sheets? Hopefully as long as it took for Papa to come in a hired car and rescue her. Her knees were already bruised from scrubbing floors, and the endless dishes she washed cracked her hands until they bled in the cold, dirty water. This was still preferable to the alternative. There wasn’t a man who had come through the cracked red door that she could imagine touching. Not for all the gold in Anatolia. She would jump out a second floor window first, or hang herself from the lemon tree in the backyard.


    She was latching the shutters in the room next to hers when Kyria Effie galloped up the stairs, graceful as a pregnant camel, her breath as offensive. “Make yourself presentable,” she commanded, thrusting a pair of black, patent leather pumps at her, “and then come to the parlour.” Kivelli stared at her, frozen. “Immediately!” Though this moment had lurked like a bad smell in the bedding since the day she’d arrived, Kivelli was not prepared for it. She went through the motions, powdering her face, rouging her cheeks and lips in a gilt-framed mirror in the hallway that seemed equally displaced, though it showed her no sympathy. Running her fingers through her short, brown hair, she tried not to look herself in the eye. Then she stepped into the shiny shoes and walked down the stairs as slowly as possible. Everything would be lost when she reached the bottom.


    The gaslight in the parlour was turned up bright, which made the sagging and battered furniture look even sadder, like a room where only bad news was delivered. A thick-waisted man in a wrinkled tweed suit sat at the edge of the divan, mopping his brow and the underside of his chin with a white lace handkerchief. Was it hot in the room? Kivelli was shivering. She covered her mouth with her hand to keep her teeth from chattering. The man stood up when she entered, stuffed the handkerchief in his breast pocket and took a step towards her. She stepped back, looked away. “Barba Yannis, this is Kivelli.” Kyria Effie’s clammy hand grasped her elbow and pushed her forward.


    Barba Yannis cleared his throat. “I was walking by here a few days ago and heard you singing out the window like a nightingale, Miss.” He gave her a big grin, then blushed as if he’d admitted to spying on her in the bath. A half-smile formed behind Kivelli’s cupped palm. So the big spender had been caught with one of the flirty songs she’d once used to tease her suitors — the young men with creamy cheeks and perfect manners who had come to Smyrna from Constantinople in hopes of winning her hand. For a moment she forgot that she couldn’t say no.


    “I own a small taverna not too far from here,” he continued, speaking with some urgency. “I’ve lost my singer and thought you might stand in for a night or two.”


    Kivelli nodded. Consented. She wasn’t sure to what, only that it seemed less repulsive than what she’d expected.


    They bartered in front of her, and Kyria Effie made it sound like Kivelli had been reserved for that night a hundred years in advance, while Barba Yannis pointed out her flaws, trying to bring the price down. “She’s not that pretty and has no experience,” he insisted, “and who knows whether she can dance on those skinny legs.”


    “Can you dance?” Kyria Effie asked, signalling yes with her eyes.


    To be safe, Kivelli shook her head no. They eventually settled on the standard fee, times three, and he counted the coins into Kyria Effie’s outstretched hand. Neither asked her if she wanted to go. She was going to sing in Barba Yannis’s taverna as surely as she would drop her drawers if that’s what he demanded. Who was to say that wasn’t part of the deal Kyria Effie had struck with him before she’d come downstairs?


    Kivelli followed him out of the house, silent, obedient, reluctant, like a dog with a length of cord tied around its neck. Every few seconds she looked back over her shoulder. Girls squeezed into the gaudy hand-me-downs of dead women draped themselves over the sills of second floor windows. They waved, applauded, blew kisses and spat — for encouragement, for luck, for protection against envy.


    “Don’t forget to bring home your plate,” Kyria Effie crowed from the doorway. “You already owe me a fortune!”


    The taverna was in the nearby square and, on the way, Barba Yannis rattled off the names of a few songs: “Manghes in Trouble,” “I Bet All My Money,” “The Smuggler.” “Do you know any of them?” he asked hopefully. A few sounded familiar. Groups of buddies full of hashish and good spirits sometimes brought records to Kyria Effie’s house, singing along with the phonograph while they waited their turn and Kivelli served them ouzo or wine. Others brought baglamas and accordions or sang unaccompanied, clapping hands and stamping feet for rhythm. They were nothing like the playful love song that had hooked Barba Yannis, but songs about prison and intoxication and betrayal. Kivelli had learned a lot of things at Kyria Effie’s.


    “There aren’t many women singers in Piraeus. Not like where you came from.” Where had she come from? The theatre? The broom closet? Barba Yannis stopped in front of a squat, flat-roofed building with tall windows protected by mesh grilles. “But your voice lured me in like a lovesick fish, so I thought it might be worth a try.” He pulled open the thick wooden door and gestured for Kivelli to go in first.


    “What happened to the other singer?” she asked tentatively, hoping the white lace hanky was not all that was left of her.


    “He had to leave town,” Barba Yannis replied stiffly, clearing his throat again and mopping a new layer of sweat from his forehead. She didn’t ask any more questions, but hesitated before stepping inside. “Don’t worry, Miss Kivelli. You’ll be fine. And if it doesn’t work out, if the men don’t accept you, you still have your place at Kyria Effie’s,” he assured with a wink.

  


  


  
    3


    



    I’m welcomed like a brother

    When I walk into the dive

    They offer me a toke

    And I’m glad to be alive

  


  
    Men must be able to see in the dark. Kivelli could hear them and smell them, but all she could see were embers pulsing in the bowls of narghiles, burning red spots onto her eyes. They were talking amongst themselves, but she did not have the vocabulary to understand their language. What she heard was a string of sounds, some happy, some sad and angry, some slow and backwards — a secret dialect not meant for women’s ears.


    She was a hen in a den of foxes, a porcelain figurine in a bullpen, a scrawny cat in a doghouse. She almost fainted from the reek of hashish and sweat, and her shoes stuck to the spit and resin-covered floor as Barba Yannis led her towards a small platform made of halved barrels and planks of wood covered with a muddied Turkish rug. It took forever to get there. Kivelli convinced herself that when she sat upon the chair between the accordion and baglama player she would be safe, untouchable. Not that anyone reached out to touch or trip her as she wove between tables, an aberration, an apparition. But as the only female present besides the painted girls in the corner who knew their place, their function, she was an easy target. She knew the men saw her, smelled her, though not one head turned as she passed, holding her skirt against her legs so it wouldn’t brush anyone’s knees.


    Once she was seated on the platform, the fist that squeezed and punched behind her rib cage since she’d landed in Piraeus loosened its grip, and a calm that began below her navel spread warmth into her chest. Shapes began to emerge, faces to light up in the dark, and Kivelli squinted in order to see past the red spots floating before her, obscuring the men’s eyes, turning them into demons. A hipster wearing a double-breasted jacket pushed his Republican far back on his head like a gangster’s crown and sipped a narghile like fine brandy, savouring the taste of hashish and thyme wood with his eyes closed. A squat, ugly fisherman in a cap, vest and striped baggy trousers flipped amber worry beads rhythmically as if he were listening to music inside his head. Short men and tall men milled about, fat men brawled with men skinny as weeds. Kivelli sat still in her green dress and black pumps, not sure what she should do. No one seemed to notice or care she was there. They had no use for her. They had each other, the narghile. Were they hoping their indifference would drive her out, and that things in their lair would remain as they had always been? The hairs on her arms stood on end, even though it was hot and muggy in the room, the air thick with smoke, unbreathable. Running out would involve parading past their tables again, and now that she could see the scars slithering down their cheeks, their blank, stoned stares, this prospect was almost worse than staying. She was especially aware of a dagger — polished, beautiful and ready — lying on the table of a frightening, beautiful man. She closed her eyes to all of it, but the red spots continued to menace her, to make her dizzy with their dance.


    The bandleader made his entrance, improvising on his bouzouki while welcoming the men and wishing them a happy high. He gave Kivelli a droll look, then spat the name of the song in her face. She pulled away and held her breath, but when the accordion and guitar and baglama began to play, out of fear or desire or the need to find herself in the dark, she opened her mouth. A sound emerged, rising from beneath her navel and filling the room like light. “Hey, mangha, if you wanna use your knife, you need the heart, the soul to pull it out,” she wailed, squeezing her eyes tight. The taverna was silent as a cave fifty metres below the ground. She now had their undivided attention, yet she felt alone in the room. There was only the music and her voice. Nothing else. She didn’t dare open her eyes. She sang songs about broken hearts, sorrow and revenge. Men’s songs about men’s souls, her female voice softening the anger and the edges into melancholy. Hers was the voice of their lost mothers, sisters and wives — all the women who had loved and taken pity on them. They shouted encouragements between lines, verses; they called her name, as if they’d known her all along, had been expecting her.


    In response, she sang more confidently. A few manghes got up to dance. She felt the swish of air their arms created, heard the sound of their shuffling feet. And, for a moment, as she was singing and they were calling out and dancing, she became one of them. She grew a man’s heart, and her woman’s troubles and fears disappeared. She opened her eyes and stepped off the stage, clapping her hands above her head and throwing her hips from side to side to catch the winding rhythm of the song.


    When it was all over, she wove around their tables, shaking hands, accepting coins and compliments, filling her plate, her cloth handbag, her blouse with them. Barba Yannis took her aside and asked her to come back the next night. As if she had a choice.
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    Kivelli walked back to Kyria Effie’s with another girl from the house. Narella was short and plump, but pretty enough, with untamed curly hair and a complexion that betrayed some gypsy blood. She claimed to be seventeen, though it was hard to tell how old she was beneath the layer of paint on her face and the shiny orange sausage casing she wore. None of the girls told the truth about their age, but if Narella scrubbed off the makeup, put on a white dress and flat shoes, she might have looked like a schoolgirl on her way home after a class outing at the ancient Agora. Thanks to the wrought iron grate that connected their rooms, Kivelli knew more about Narella than was decent between strangers, though they had never spoken before beyond a morning greeting. A familiar face at Barba Yannis’s, however, was not to be wasted, especially one that had witnessed her success and could help carry it back to the house. She linked arms with the younger woman as if they’d been best friends their whole lives.


    Seized by a wild elation, Kivelli sang and laughed as they crossed the square. She felt like the Parisian artistes she used to read about, with trunks full of costumes and admirers lined up outside their dressing rooms carrying flowers and tantalizing propositions. How she’d loved those books and the escape they offered, when it was simply a lark, a place she could come back from.


    There were no books at Kyria Effie’s, and only a limited supply of good spirit in Piraeus. As gay as Kivelli felt, Narella felt fantastically dismal. She’d had a fight with the mangha she was currently entangled with — Crazy Manos, so named for both his antics and his effect on women. “He was making eyes at that blond bitch, Kiki, as if I wasn’t sitting right there next to her,” she complained, her eyes brimming with tears. “So I threw all the money I’d made in his face and told him what he could do with his mother.” If he hadn’t been so stoned, he surely would have chased her with his knife. And how was she to explain her empty purse to Kyria Effie? She could say she lost it, or forgot to ask for payment, but then there would be a penalty and Narella was already in such debt. “That old witch would charge us for the air we breathe if she knew how.”


    Kivelli laughed and tickled Narella’s cheek with one of her stray curls. “You see, that’s the one benefit of sleeping in the broom closet — no air.” Her new friend didn’t crack a smile. “Don’t worry about Kyria Effie, Narella,” she said, shaking her cloth handbag by its ribbon handle, the coins jangling inside sounding like three times their worth. “You can have some of mine.” It was easy to be generous. Whatever she’d made at the taverna would be confiscated the moment she stepped through the door to pay off her mounting debt. Kivelli wasn’t quite certain how much she owed. Money was not a thing Papa had ever discussed — where it came from and how it was made was as foreign to her as washing dishes and emptying chamber pots. For all she knew she was being charged for the air in her room, along with the hairpins, the stiff black shoes on her feet and the peach liqueur she never went downstairs to drink with the other girls. Tongues loosened by alcohol, they argued viciously with the madam about their accounts. Until now Kivelli had considered herself a burden to the house, so she didn’t dare ask.


    It was also taken for granted that the minute they left, Kyria Effie turned their rooms upside down, searching for secrets she could use or sentimental objects she could hold hostage. Kivelli had nothing to steal, hide or miss. Even the remaining coins bouncing around in her otherwise empty handbag were of no use to her.


    Had Kyria Effie never been a young woman with suitors and hopes? Had she never dreamt of a life outside the heavily curtained house that always smelled of dead mice and spoiled milk no matter how much lemon water she spritzed through the corridors? “Why not rose water or lilac?” Kivelli demanded. “Do men love lemons that much?” Kyria Effie gave each of her girls a sea sponge, a bowl and a clay pitcher of lemon water to freshen up between customers, but this only left their skin sticky and made it impossible to feel clean.


    “Lemons are cheap,” Narella offered, “and they grow outside Effie’s window.


    But Kivelli was no longer paying attention, her thoughts tripping down another path. Since the influx of refugees, Piraeus had been experiencing a severe water shortage; there was barely enough to drink let alone wash in. A real bath was something she would pay for — if only she knew where to find one. She slid two of the coins into the hem of her dress, gave another two to Narella, and saved the rest for the gatekeeper.


    “You know, they say her mother …” Narella wrapped her fingers around her throat, shut her eyes and stuck out her tongue, then erupted into a fit of giggles. The coins had lifted her spirits, whereas the next thing she said sank Kivelli’s further. “Imagine, she sold her own daughter to a doghouse when she was ten.” This was a statement free of sensation or sympathy, but a bolt of anger shot through Kivelli’s body.


    “Only a murderer would lie on top of a ten year old, empty himself into her like a pistol.” Kivelli imagined the girl crying, begging to go home, and a tear slid down her cheek.


    “Let’s not feel too sorry for Kyria Effie,” Narella said, handing over a white lace hanky, its edges stitched in pink. “Or what energy will we have left to feel sorry for ourselves? She ain’t wasting no sympathy on us. She loves that lemon tree more. Once I picked a lemon to lighten my hair and she nearly chopped my hand off.” According to Narella, their enemies in descending order were poverty, Kyria Effie, and stiff pricks. She paused, her brow wrinkling as she revised. “Make that cheap pricks. It’s hard not to admire a good, stiff prick.” The girl’s eyes softened; she batted her eyelashes and smiled. Kivelli tried to separate the humour from the cynicism, but couldn’t find the seam. How long had Narella been at the house? She didn’t have the heart to ask. “We should be sisters,” Narella exclaimed and stroked Kivelli’s arm affectionately. “You tell me everything about you and I’ll tell you about me, and when there’s something to laugh or cry about we’ll have each other.”


    A sharp pain pierced Kivelli’s temples and one of her legs gave way, as if it had all at once lost its will. Only Narella’s sudden grip kept her from falling. “The hashish must have gone to my head,” she lied. “I never had a little sister …” She pressed her eyelids with the heels of her hands to banish the spectre of her brother Constantine’s moonface hovering over hers while she pretended to be sound asleep.


    “You can’t be the big sister. You’re still a virgin. Age ain’t nothing if you don’t know the facts of life.” Narella’s face beamed, and her tone was smug but playful.


    “There’s more than one way to lose your virginity …” Kivelli sat on a rush-bottomed stool left outside Rovertakis’s kafenion, removed the stiff, black shoes and rubbed her chafed feet.


    Narella put her hands on her hips and spoke with the certainty of an Ottoman official. “The girls are laying bets, you know, on when Effie’s greed will outrun her patience. So if there’s a guy who’s caught your eye at the taverna, maybe we can pitch in and buy him for you, or you for him — however you want to look at it. It’s important that your first time be sweet, little sister.” She joined her hands prayer-like beneath her chin and nodded sympathetically, as if preparing to reveal a difficult but necessary truth. “Anatolian pearls ain’t so rare these days, you know, not like in the beginning. There’s thousands of them rolling around Piraeus, and they’s already going out of style.” Narella theorized that was why Kyria Effie had let her go to Barba Yannis’s at all — to display her to a new pool of buyers. And whatever the taverna keeper coughed up to take her out of the regular lineup for the night was all right too. She made some money without spoiling the goods for the big spender who liked grinding pearls between his teeth because he could afford it.


    “Can you believe she still has fantasies of turning her doghouse into a high class bordello, a place where gentlemen stop by for evening drinks under the lemon tree before waltzing up to the second floor with the fanciest ladies in Piraeus?” Narella put on an air she assumed was sophisticated: lips pursed, chin pushed out, nose upturned. But with her left elbow balanced on her hip, her hand open as if testing for rain, she looked more like a shiny orange teapot. “She wants you to kick things off.” Both the prospect and its absolute impossibility made Kivelli wince.


    “The longer Kyria Effie holds on to her dream, the better for me,” she replied, trying to hide her agitation.


    “Don’t count on it, Kivelli. That hag sleeps with one eye open, so all her dreams are spoiled by her filthy room.”


    The state of Kyria Effie’s quarters was indeed abysmal. The old Turkish carpet was ripped and so filthy that its floral pattern was barely visible in its black and flattened pile. It was also infested with mites that jumped and nipped at Kivelli’s ankles when she walked across it. A patched gold coverlet that smelled as sour as the odours trapped in the folds of the madam’s loose flesh was spread over a lumpy bed with a headboard so scratched and warped it might have been fished out of the sea after a shipwreck. There was a large tarnished candelabrum on the nightstand that looked like it belonged in a church, trapped in an overflow of wax so thick and recalcitrant it would never escape. The floor was littered with heaps of dirty clothes, some Kyria Effie’s, others hand-me-downs bought from the ragman to outfit the girls who arrived with nothing. But out of a grudging respect, Kivelli bit her tongue.


    As reluctant as she was to admit it, life at Kyria Effie’s was a vast improvement on the limbo of the Attikon Theatre, which was a nightmare whether her eyes were opened or closed. The sight of the cracked red door, however, still made Kivelli shudder.


    It was locked when they arrived. Kyria Effie trusted no one and did not provide her girls with keys. This was how she controlled their comings and goings, and if someone displeased her, she didn’t let the offender back in. The ruckus this created was a constant source of excitement for the neighbours. The turned-out girl would shriek, cry and curse as Kyria Effie threw her belongings out onto the street, cursing right back, while the neighbours yelled their own threats from darkened windows and doorways. Kivelli put her ear to the door and heard music and faint laughter.


    “Are you sleepy?” she asked Narella. “Because even if we get in, I don’t think you’re going to be able to sleep.” She would have liked to keep walking arm in arm, to avoid putting this night to bed. Why go in now when they could stroll along the waterfront as if they had just left the Ciné Pathé in Smyrna and were taking in the air? Her mood had shifted again, and she felt light as a cloud with no rain or thunder in its belly. It was the last thing she’d expected when Kyria Effie sent her off with sweaty Barba Yannis. Through the closed doors of the second floor, she’d heard how some of the men treated the girls they had paid for — like buckets to be filled and then kicked. That bandleader with the foul smell and lecherous mouth was certainly one of them, but Barba Yannis had behaved like a gentleman when it wasn’t required, and had turned her into a character from a novel she’d forgotten.


    “I’m exhausted,” Narella replied, resting her head on Kivelli’s shoulder. “I can sleep through a war when I get like this.” Could she sleep through the thunder of collapsing buildings and the cries of people trying to escape walls of fire? Kivelli did not ask. She pushed away the memory as quickly as it had appeared, though it took much of her gaiety with it. Narella pulled off her shoe and began banging on the door with the heel. After a few minutes, Kyria Effie opened up, holding a candle by her face. Her hair was dishevelled, her cheeks flushed, and her body reeked of ouzo and peach liqueur. Drink was the only desire she had left other than money; her mite-ridden room was empty every night.


    “Come and join the party, my girls. There are more men than we know what to do with, and they’re trying to bargain two for one. One malaka shoved his hand up my skirts, and the crocodile that lives there nearly bit it off!” Kyria Effie cackled, spraying Kivelli and Narella’s cheeks with spittle, which they left to dry in the slight breeze. Neither wanted to offend the gatekeeper since she hadn’t asked for any money, her authority dulled by her drunkenness and replaced by a slippery kindness that couldn’t be trusted. They quickly excused themselves and blew kisses to each other before retiring to their rooms.


    The few things Kivelli owned were not where she’d left them before going out: a wooden comb, her only change of underclothes, a cotton nightdress and a notebook she’d found wedged beneath the mattress that contained nothing but a few childlike drawings. In it she’d begun several letters to Papa and to her cousin Amalia she knew she’d never send. Not that it mattered; Kyria Effie couldn’t read anything but the guilt and fear in her girls’ eyes. She could count on her fingers, but all her calculations on paper were in symbols of her own devising. Before getting into bed, Kivelli set two coins on the wooden chair, slid one under the mattress with the notebook, placed another in the bowl under the clay pitcher to sate the madam’s morning avarice and indulge her pleasure in the hunt. The two coins in the hem of her dress would be saved for a bath, or maybe even a book. Curled up under the blankets, Kivelli tallied the other things she had earned at Barba Yannis’s — the exhilaration, the freedom, the unexpected happiness — then threw them away before they turned into hope.
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    Every night after the first, Kyria Effie collected all of Kivelli’s earnings the moment she returned from Barba Yannis’s. It took the young woman only a week to devise a subterfuge. A quarter of what she made was wrapped in a handkerchief and hidden in an empty wine cask that was used as a table in the taverna’s storeroom. She hoped to buy herself out, though there was no telling how long this would take. Despite the fact that her nights at the taverna earned her what five run-of-the-mill customers would have paid for half an hour in the broom closet, her debt was steadily mounting as Kyria Effie waited for that golden goose who would lay some bullion right into her greedy palms.


    Manghes who had no luck with her at the taverna often showed up at the house afterwards, hoping to strike a deal with the madam. They offered their pocket watches, their wedding bands and whatever they had in their wallets. They promised to pay for her pleasures in weekly instalments out of their salaries as butchers or stevedores or tram conductors. The unemployed offered to paint the house or shingle the roof or lop off a finger to prove their dire need, but Kyria Effie would have none of it.


    “You could pay me your entire salary for a whole year and cut off your head and it still wouldn’t be enough. Kivelli is not for you.” Of course, she never sent any man away with coins jangling in his pockets and turmoil in his trousers. There were other girls in the house who cost less and had more experience, and even Kivelli’s most dedicated fans could not pass up this consolation. From behind the closed doors, she occasionally heard those other girls singing and her name being called out in vain.


    Then a girl named Despo arrived from the countryside — an apple-cheeked runaway from a nearby village who had refused to marry the boy who disgraced her. Kyria Effie already had more girls under lock and key than she knew what to do with; every room in the house was occupied, with some girls doubling up. This complicated matters when roommates were both called upstairs during the busiest hours. The room of a third girl was borrowed, and if she subsequently found herself in need of a bed, Kyria Effie quickly lost track of who was where and with whom. This rattled the madam, who frantically paced the corridor until all the men were gone and all the girls and their money accounted for. The more popular girls like Narella and Sophia, a belly dancer from Cappadocia, refused to share their quarters with “the little chicken,” as they called Despo. They had been there the longest and felt they’d earned their privacy. The newer girls didn’t want any more competition and encouraged Kyria Effie to send her away: “There’s no rooms, and there ain’t enough men to keep us on our backs as it is,” they protested. Kyria Effie, however, couldn’t risk Despo being snatched up by Kyria Georgia a few neighbourhoods over. With her long blond hair and pale skin, the little chicken was sure to earn her keep and more in no time at all. If only there was somewhere put her.


    “Give her the broom closet,” Kivelli offered blandly, having learned that indifference was the only thing that didn’t make Kyria Effie suspicious. “She’ll put it to better use than I have.” There was a long silence, which she resisted filling with more reasons to set her free. Under different conditions, Kyria Effie would have never agreed to let her prime investment leave the house, take up lodgings elsewhere, out of her reach. But she couldn’t deny the logic or resist Kivelli’s promise: she would keep paying a percentage of her earnings from Barba Yannis’s until her debt, times two, was settled. And in the eventuality that Kyria Effie found her golden goose before that time, Kivelli would come back to the house and fulfill her obligations, after which all business between them would be concluded. The only question that remained was how much she owed. The time it took the madam to return with the ledger filled with her hieroglyphic calculations suggested that the total had all at once swollen like an appendix ready to burst. Kivelli copied the figure into her notebook and left before Kyria Effie changed her mind. At least nothing new could be added after she stepped out the door.


    At Barba Yannis’s she retrieved her hidden treasure from the old wine cask. It wasn’t much, but she hoped it would be enough to rent a room somewhere in the neighbourhood. In truth, she had no idea what a room might cost or where she would find one, especially since the shortage of space at Kyria Effie’s was just a reflection of the general state of affairs since the Catastrophe. Piraeus was bursting at the seams. Besides the theatre and the shantytowns sprouting up near the docks, camps on the beach were overflowing with refugees, and even the Acropolis was fully occupied, laundry hanging between the columns of the Parthenon.


    In the square Kivelli recognized an old cobbler who was a regular at the taverna, and asked him if he knew of anyone looking for a boarder. He peered at her through thick spectacles and scratched his grey scraggly beard a few times, then pointed to a lane on the opposite side of the square from Kyria Effie’s house. “Margarita the widow lives there with her ugly daughter,” he confided in a gossipy tone. “At least she calls herself a widow, though the whole neighbourhood knows that her husband ran away.” He sighed with relief, as if he himself had escaped such a terrible fate, then laughed. “Who could blame him?” The house would be easy to find, he assured, because the ugly daughter usually sat at the ground-floor window batting her lashes and waving at passersby.


    As the cobbler predicted, a girl of about fifteen was resting her folded arms on the windowsill of a house no more or less rundown than any of the others in the neighbourhood. The widow’s daughter was unpleasantly fat, with kinky hair pulled back into a bun so tight that every unfortunate curve, pit and angle of her face was exposed. Her large ears stuck out like moth’s wings, and she did not look or smell particularly clean. She smiled when she saw Kivelli, as if she’d been waiting for her all day.


    “I was told there might be a room to let,” Kivelli began, but the girl interrupted, nodding the whole time she spoke.


    “It’s my room, but I sleep downstairs with Mama since Baba left. Mama snores and sometimes yells and kicks me in her sleep, but I’m used to it now so it doesn’t bother me too much.” She prattled like a happy child who didn’t understand what was or wasn’t appropriate to reveal. Who knows what else she might have said had her mother not come up behind her, ordering her into the kitchen. The girl ran off without another word.


    “I was told you have a room,” Kivelli tried again. In contrast to her daughter, Margarita was small and scraggy and had the pinched face of an aggravated Harpy. She glared at Kivelli with the disdain of a hundred wronged wives and slammed the wooden shutters without replying. Although the prospect of sharing a house with this shrew and her half-witted daughter did not appeal to Kivelli in the least, she knocked on the door and Margarita reappeared on the stoop, a head shorter than her.


    “Is the room for you?” she asked, her eyes squinted with mistrust as she looked past Kivelli to see where she was hiding her lover and five bastard children.


    “Yes, for me. Just me.” Margarita inspected her, top to bottom, and grunted with contempt.


    “Where’s your husband, Madame?”


    “I don’t have one.” From inside, Kivelli could smell something cooking — oily, thick and unappetizing. “Same as you, Kyria Margarita.”


    “And what do you know about my husband?” she snapped, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides, her eyes throwing daggers.


    “They told me you’re a widow.” Kivelli tried to look solicitous, but was already sympathizing with the husband, dead or gone.


    “You don’t look like a widow to me, my girl, you look like a putana, and I won’t have your kind under my roof, so off with you.” She scowled ferociously and spat on the ground. Kivelli took a step back, but met her contemptuous stare.


    “I’m not a widow, and I’m not a whore,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady. She pulled a fistful of coins out of her handbag, everything she had managed to hide in the wine cask. “I sing to earn my living because I have no choice, and I was told that you needed the money…” The coins seemed to mesmerize Margarita. It wasn’t even that much money, but people were in desperate straits. “Would you prefer a family with three squalling brats running up and down your stairs, stealing your buttons and thread for games? I work all night and sleep most of the day, so we’ll never see each other except when I pay my rent.” She dropped the coins back into her handbag, one at a time.


    Margarita grumbled to herself, sighed deeply a few times, as if weighing out the reasons to say no, to say yes. In the end she rattled off a list of rules: “No visitors, no cooking in your room or my kitchen, no talking to my daughter, and your rent is due every Friday. If you break any of these rules, I’ll toss you out on the street faster than you can blink. Understood?” Kivelli nodded, digging her fingernails into her palms to keep herself from retaliating. Margarita called out to her daughter. “Aspasia! Go clean out your room.” The girl, who’d been standing behind the half-closed door all along, flew up the stairs, a huge grin on her face and her moth’s ears flapping enthusiastically. “So what do they call you?” Margarita asked begrudgingly. Kivelli introduced herself, then without even looking at it, paid for Aspasia’s room — two weeks in advance.


    At Kyria Effie’s, her few belongings were already on the floor outside the broom closet. From inside she could hear heavy breathing and a thumping noise, as if the crippled wooden chair were being kicked against the wall. She bundled up everything in the green dress she’d worn the first night at Barba Yannis’s, leaving behind only the ugly brown espadrilles, the patched skirt and yellowed cotton blouse the Refugee Relief Society had provided when she’d landed. Other than the chorus of groans and squeaking bedsprings from behind closed doors, the corridor, parlour and kitchen were deserted, and Kyria Effie was nowhere to be found. Perhaps she was in her room, napping under the frayed gold coverlet and dreaming of frolicking in lemonade pools with the mysterious man hidden in her locket. Kivelli left quickly, without saying goodbye to anyone, and sprinted across the square to Margarita’s house, where Aspasia’s small but spotless room awaited her.


    The girl’s bed was narrow, short and too soft, and a wooden icon of a particularly sombre Virgin Mary stared from the opposite wall — the first face Aspasia saw in the morning, the last at night. Kivelli tried to take it down, but found it had been nailed permanently into place. The curtains were made of blue baize, and a series of overlapping, colourful rugs woven from rags covered the chipped stone floor. They were the handiwork of the girl, who could not resist Kivelli’s company, despite her mother’s threats. The single window looked out over the laneway, where women gossiped, cats fought and a man bitten by love might stand in the moonlight to serenade his beloved, if such things ever happened in Piraeus.
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    It was impossible for Kivelli to go anywhere alone at night unless there was an emergency: the need to fetch a doctor or one of the gendarmes who patrolled her street, tapping a club along the ground to reassure citizens and forewarn miscreants. Once the sun went down, young ladies in all quarters of the city were hidden behind the white lace curtains of fanciful, glassed-in balconies, or caged like pretty birds behind breast-shaped iron bars of groundfloor windows. There they leaned forward on tender elbows and provided passersby the chance to look but not touch.


    During the day Kivelli was free to come and go as she pleased, and excuses for her frequent sorties were easy enough: she was going to buy a piece of lace at Giorgiadi’s, try on hats at Moutafi’s or browse at furniture for her dowry at Xenopoulos’s department store on rue Franque. These were all perfectly respectable reasons to be roaming the streets alone, and sometimes they were even true. Smyrna had so many exquisite shops abundant with all the finery of Europe and Asia that to keep up with the nouveautes would be a full-time job. And who would deny her a refreshment at the Café de Paris on the Quai after all that labour? There was no adequate excuse in the entire world, however, for an unchaperoned foray into night. For a girl who had never learned to deny herself anything she truly desired, this constituted an emergency and called for desperate measures.


    Kivelli would escape her cage after night blanketed the city; after Aunt Penelope locked the front gate with a key worthy of Bluebeard and bid her good night (but never pleasant dreams); and after she kissed her little brother Constantine and put out his lamp. Kivelli was careful not to be overly pleasant to her aunt at dinner so as not to arouse her suspicions, which were sharp and easily provoked. She had never entered her niece’s room after the lights were out, not even when she was a little girl crying through a nightmare. But it wouldn’t surprise Kivelli if she appeared at the threshold tonight in her terrible black nightdress, her ash-grey hair hanging down to her ankles. The balled-up laundry under the bedclothes was not likely to fool her if she took two steps into the room holding the dimmest lamp. So she pinned a note to her pillow that said she’d eloped with Morfinis — the old hunchback bookseller who walked around Smyrna loaded down like a donkey, calling out passages from Les Miserables and from tear-jerking romance novels her girlfriends devoured like sugar cookies. He had other books that interested her more, collected from foreigners of culture and taste, full of deep and unsettling passions she would otherwise never have known existed.


    The crisis her flight would cause Penelope, her guardian while Papa was away, was worth the punishment that would follow when she returned long before he received the news in Constantinople. For her aunt would spend the first few hours of her absence in a tizzy, consulting neighbourhood women whom she’d dragged out of bed, trying to come up with a plan that would absolve her of blame. Next she would order a gendarme to track down and imprison poor Morfinis. Only then would she compose her message to Papa, as full of anger as remorse. If the lights were on when she returned, the iron gate ajar, Kivelli might just keepwalking. Why not? She could teach piano and singing in Rome or Paris, and go to l’Opéra whenever she pleased. She would send Constantine picture postcards with exotic stamps for his collection. This way Papa would also know she was alive and well. She might even try to find Colette, to tell her all about Smyrna and her great escape so she could write about her in one of her books. How could she help but become the toast of Paris society then? Such plans, such possibilities!


    These were the thoughts spinning drunken webs in her head as she put on her blue hat trimmed with little plums, opened the door that led to the back stairs — the emergency exit — and came out in the garden. Like a burglar she stuck close to the walls to avoid being spotted by her closest neighbour, a widowed teacher with a permanent case of insomnia who spent long nights staring wistfully at the stars. The streets were not as dark as she’d hoped, for a full moon flushed out all but the darkest nooks. She squinted at it from under her brim and told it to turn its face from her, promising she would be home soon, but it was implacable. It followed her through the streets, shining on her alone and announcing her entrance into a life of secrets and vice for anyone who was watching. Eyes cast down, beaded purse clutched to her breast, she scurried past breathing doorways, growling dogs and mating cats until she reached the Armenian quarter, where no one knew her.


    Lieutenant Lovegrove leaned against a lamppost, casually, comfortably, inviting passersby to admire him in his uniform. The gold buttons lining his chest were as dazzling in the moonlight as they had been in the afternoon sun at the café by the water. She watched him for a few moments before making her presence known. His face lit up when he saw her, and he tipped his hat, offered his arm. Kivelli smiled nervously as she took it and tried to stop herself from giggling, though the situation suddenly seemed immensely funny. Unable to contain her laughter, it echoed through the quiet Armenian streets like the ghost of a mad clown. The officer looked perplexed and asked if anything was wrong, and Kivelli blushed and apologized for her bad manners. But the laughter transported her from the recent past (her getaway) into the immediate future (the cinema), where black and white images flickered across her face and music from the orchestra flooded her ears.


    It would be a lie to say that the light though insistent grip of the officer’s hand on hers completely distracted her from the film: Kivelli’s eyes followed every movement of Julio and Marguerite’s tango in a smoke-filled cantina, and she vowed to learn the steps before the next ball. But there wasn’t a moment while she watched that she was unaware of his touch. Through her gloves she could feel the warmth of his skin, the blood pulsing beneath it. When Julio kissed Marguerite, Kivelli’s upper lip trembled, but she did not dare turn towards her escort for fear she would be undone.


    After they left the Ciné Pathé, she declined a moonlit walk along the Quai — she was not that brazen — but lingered under a lamppost, enrapt as the officer spoke about himself and his home and the first time he saw her. She promised to meet him again without establishing when or how this might be arranged. He squeezed her hand as the town clock struck twelve, and she ran off holding on to her hat. At the last moment, she turned to wave and blow him a kiss before disappearing into the twisted side streets that brought her back to her garden, where palm fronds and gardenias slept, and an unknown fate awaited her — fist to hip.


    Her wish to see the young officer again was as strong as her desire to commit him to her imagination, where she could dress him up in costumes from the movies — a sheik, a cowboy, the king of the jungle — or undress him slowly, one gold button at a time until she could lay a naked hand on the warm flesh beneath. Kivelli did see him again on the Quai, but in the company of Aunt Penelope, who became prickly when he nodded and her niece’s face turned pink as a May rosebud. She demanded to know why Kivelli was familiar to foreigners, since in her mind to be recognized was to be compromised. In an insolent tone Kivelli reminded her aunt that she attended all the important balls with Papa. “Do you think I spend my time there dancing with a broom?” Though her aunt was a shrewd opponent, she could not disprove anything, nor could she guess what Kivelli had already done. Penelope had not grown up in Smyrna but in a neighbouring village, where the matchmaker’s best efforts had failed to accommodate her. Too skinny and sharptongued, they said. If she had ever dreamt of love, she’d forgotten about it by morning. There were no immediate plans for another great escape, but that night Kivelli slipped the note about the bookseller under her aunt’s door. She laughed under the bedclothes when she heard Penelope shriek then trip up the stairs. Her aunt rattled the crystal knob and banged her fists raw upon the solid wood bedroom door, which Kivelli did not open until morning.


    The next rendezvous with the officer was aborted due to the unexpected return of Papa with yet another prospective son-inlaw. She had concluded that her father picked these men more for himself than for her, like lingerie chosen by a French lover. Kivelli was not as daring with her father in command, but she could barely disguise her disappointment, not even bothering to play the delightful hostess, feigning dizziness shortly after their arrival and retiring to her room until the man left. These visits were not a complete waste of time, however; it is here that she learned the basics of arousing desire, and that indifference is often a more potent tonic than charm. She sent her suitors away without any hope, yet hope they did; whereas the young officer, who she might or might not love, waited for her by the lamppost, wringing his hands instead of holding hers, and practising his proposal — not of marriage but of something more pressing and delicious. Perhaps these were just her secrets, her female fancies while she was trapped behind the white lace curtains of the second floor balcony, and men did not have such ideas. She would not find out, at least not from that officer, who she never saw again except when she closed her eyes.
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    Because of your heartlessness

    I wander your neighbourhood

    Getting drunk and wasted every night

    You're driving me crazy

    I can't stand it — stop it Have pity and turn on your light

  


  
    Spiros Mavromihalis was not bad looking — some might have even called him handsome in a ratlike way. He was of medium height, neither fat nor thin, with a full head of hair and a curled moustache under his pointed nose. It was his small, black eyes, however, that made him unattractive — the hunger in them, the malice. The way he looked at Kivelli repulsed her, and she recoiled from his swampy breath when he spoke, boasting of his exploits and prowess by insulting others.


    Because he was the bandleader at Barba Yannis’s and Kivelli was his singer, Spiros felt he had rights even the scaliest mangha wouldn’t presume. He regularly walked into the taverna’s storeroom when she was changing, or crying, or staring at herself in Barba Yannis’s shaving mirror, trying to recognize who she was becoming. Her protests did nothing to curb his arrogance, and if he knew how to apologize, he did not deem it necessary. As her nights at the taverna accumulated and her popularity increased, he became even bolder, more possessive. He wanted everyone to think she already belonged to him, like his suit and his bouzouki. Whether she liked it or not, it was in Kivelli’s best interest to tolerate his dogged pursuit, his presumptuousness, his passes. He had as much power over her as Papa once had, and he’d kick her out like a cat in the rain if she misbehaved. Then she’d be forced to go back to Kyria Effie’s, where her debt was not yet fully paid and there was only one way left to settle it.


    Between sets one night, Spiros cornered her in the storeroom and shoved his tongue into her mouth. Kivelli bit down on it, then screamed at him to get out, but when he pressed up against her, a warm and sticky sensation momentarily quelled her hatred and revulsion. She slapped his face and he slapped her back. After he left, she touched the welts rising on her cheek with something approaching affection. She did not bother to cover them with powder before taking her place next to him on the platform.


    The men in the audience seemed agitated, hostile, and the room was charged with a prickly restlessness she hadn’t felt before. Spiros was stoned, more full of himself than usual, and as Kivelli sang and clapped, he called her a cunt then slipped his hand up her skirt, which elicited vulgar cheers and encouragements from the audience. Mortified, she bolted towards the door, stumbling over outstretched legs, crashing into the closely packed tables, knocking over narghiles. The men cursed her, and a few grabbed at her arms and legs, trying to pull her onto their laps. The moment she stepped off the stage, she was just another woman who had spurned them. No one, not even Barba Yannis, was going to take her side.


    Spiros ran out after her and pinned her against a wall, close enough to the taverna to be caught but hidden by shadow. His tongue invaded her mouth, his hands pawed her breasts and buttocks, setting off small furious explosions in her brain, between her legs. But instead of struggling, Kivelli clung to him, poisoned, dying, and barely felt it when he slid inside her. When he was done, he called her a filthy Turk, pushed her away and stalked back inside. With quaking hands she adjusted her clothing. Her skirt was soiled and two abalone buttons were missing from her blouse, lost forever in the darkness and dirt.


    Catcalls and leering grins accosted her as she entered the taverna and made her way to the storeroom, where she wiped off the warm blood trickling down her thighs with a rag. She then took her seat on the platform as if nothing had happened, and sang to Spiros’s accomplices for the rest of the night.


    At closing time he expected to go back to her room. Kivelli laughed in his face: “Do you think I love you now because I let you put your bird in me?” She hated him, even more than before. Spiros’s eyes widened as if a vein were about to rupture in his head. The hand he raised to slap her trembled, and Kivelli caught it by the wrist before it flew into her face. They were interrupted by Mitsos the accordion player, and she managed to slip away while Spiros was browbeating the little man for grandstanding during a number that was supposed to highlight his virtuosity on the bouzouki. She assumed that a combination of indolence and fickleness would keep him away. He might proposition Kiki instead, or get his mother out of bed to cook for him, or follow the manghes to their caves in Keratsini, where they went to get stoned, make plans and amuse themselves.


    But Spiros followed her home like an abandoned dog. “If you don’t open up I’m going to start smashing everything, windows, doors, everything,” he howled, waking the wives of fisherman, and wives bereft of husbands, and the children of both, as well as Margarita, who went outside waving her biggest frying pan. “Back to the mountains with you, mangha,” she yelled, then promised the neighbours she’d throw Kivelli out in the morning like the parts of a chicken that couldn’t be eaten, no matter how they were cooked. From her darkened room Kivelli watched the spectacle, neither moved by Spiros’s ugly serenade, nor too concerned about her landlady’s wrath, which would be easily appeased with a few extra coins in the morning.

  


  
    AT THE TAVERNA THE NEXT night, Kivelli sat with a few customers, sidled up to Barba Yannis and did her best to avoid Spiros. He looked in a fouler mood than usual, as if he were enveloped by black clouds crackling with lightning — the kind that split trees or picked off one swimmer far out in the sea. Wherever she went, Spiros’s eyes followed, his nostrils and lips flaring like those of a dog ready to attack. He pounced the moment she stepped into the storeroom.


    “Didn’t you hear me last night,” he demanded, spittle gathering in the corners of his mouth and stippling her face as he closed in on her.


    “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she replied airily in an attempt to keep the fear out of her voice. She took the handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped her cheeks, then gave him a coy smile and blew him a kiss.


    “Goddamn cold-hearted bitch. It’s my fault for being so kind to you.”


    This did not mean that he’d given up, but he did change his tactics, and after much haranguing, blackmail and shameless begging, Kivelli let him come home with her a few nights later, and many nights after that. In a way, her submission made things easier. Now that it had begun, it would have to end. Something to look forward to. There was also a wayward thrill in sneaking him past Margarita and Aspasia, in letting him stare as she undressed, grope and bite her and call her a Turkish whore. But she never permitted him to sleep beside her, despite his pleas, rages and threats to send her back to Kyria Effie’s. This no longer struck Kivelli as the ultimate consequence. Their arrangement didn’t seem that different, and at least the madam would soon be paid off. Spiros, on the other hand, seemed as permanent as the Virgin Mary in Aspasia’s room: the whole house could collapse and she’d still be nailed to the wall, just as Spiros had fastened himself to Kivelli’s body.


    This was her life now and he was part of it. She watched it from outside, like a silent picture at the Ciné Pathé, even when Spiros was in her bed, inside her, lost in his convulsions. Sometimes she spied from behind curtains or through holes in the wall like the poor men at Kyria Effie’s who could not afford a girl for themselves. She watched with shock and shame and fascination and hoped the poor woman lifting her hips up off the mattress, heaving her chest and digging her fingernails into the brute’s naked back, gave birth to that demon churning inside her belly, pushing its way out between her legs. Kivelli hoped it got out before he had a chance to ram it back in. Because that’s what Spiros was doing: ramming her hatred back inside of her. He needed it to stay there because if it escaped, he knew there would be nothing left between them.


    It would be a lie, however, to say that the physical act gave her no pleasure. There was a deadly spark between them, and though Kivelli felt no tenderness for Spiros, she was hooked on the strong feelings he brought out in her. They were addictive as war; she wanted to conquer and vanquish him as much as he did her. There was also a measure of power in accepting his advances. She could respond, then withhold, and make him crazy in a manner that only women not in love could do to men who desired them.


    Kivelli’s teasing turned Spiros into even more of a tyrant, a rabid dog growling and threatening any man who approached her, even the customers who filled their plates. The taverna’s regulars began to ridicule him behind his back. Black Spiros became Pitsiriki — little squirt — the kind of kid who polishes his marbles and shows them off, but won’t let anyone else play with them. This only made the men more determined to steal them from right under his pointed nose. Sakis the Sweet-Talker showered Kivelli with flowers as she sang. Marinos the Moustache bought her drinks when she was done. And Kostas the Knife offered to escort her home every night.


    Spiros burned with jealousy, and instead of tiring of her as the weeks passed, he tightened his grip, afraid she would try to run away. In this he was not wrong. From the moment Kivelli surrendered, let him take her up against the wall, where anyone could walk by, where everyone could hear them, she began rehearsing her exit. It would not be as simple as throwing over some flowerbearing mangha with love in his eyes. She would have to leave the taverna and the neighbourhood, disappear completely. Or find a more powerful man to protect her — a bigger bandleader with better songs. Someone Spiros was intimidated by. Someone who owed him nothing.
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    You’d better calm down, show-off

    ’Cause I’m going to smash you

    I’ll pull out my pistol, show-off

    And I’m going to blast you

  


  
    A real mangha was someone who could hold his own in the company of the top dealers, not only in Drapetsona, but throughout Piraeus and even in the darker quarters of Athens. Spiros liked to think of himself as one of the boys, though he’d never gone through the initiation of challenging a leader — a king of the crooked narrows — nor would he have the nerve. A less conceited man would have understood there was no way to forego this step, to simply be invited into the circle, no matter how well his songs tickled the cauliflower ears of stoned men. Music was necessary to their high, the piercing trills of the bouzouki essential to the process of intoxication. The manghes appreciated Spiros’s skill as a musician, and for the service of being entertained, they filled up his narghile and let him call them by their secret names. But a song could never replace action.


    The hideout of Manolis the Cucumber and his gang was a hillside cave near Keratsini. Half a dozen tough guys, already stoned enough for trouble, shared the finest hashish from Bursa with two sailors who’d asked the right questions when their ship docked in Piraeus, and with a carnival strong man who had arms the size of small pigs. Spiros was there too, a squeaker among these men of the streets, of the world, with nothing but his bouzouki to save him.


    How exactly he’d offended the Cucumber was not spelled out to Kivelli by Sakis the Sweet-Talker. To repeat the slight would be to commit it again and put himself in danger. You didn’t even dare smile at a big man like the Cucumber unless he smiled first, let alone mouth off about his business. What Sakis could tell her was that Spiros had said the wrong thing at the wrong time, and that the Cucumber, so named for both his hardness and coolness, did not react other than to tell him it was time to go home and start packing. This could be interpreted in several ways. Leave the neighbourhood for a while. Skip town altogether. Or make your final arrangements: run up some debts, get crazy high and fuck like a spring rabbit because that permanent black cloth would soon be pulled over your face. And like the song went, once they put you in the cold earth, everyone would forget your name.


    But Spiros did not go home to pack, did not make any arrangements one way or another. He showed up at the taverna that night as if nothing had changed. Had he not grasped the implications of what had taken place and the Cucumber’s prerogative to settle the score, or did he believe his music was magic? Kivelli never got the chance to ask him whether he was afraid or ready for his big test, though she was sitting next to him when it happened. The shock that registered on Spiros’s face told her he never saw it coming. Not when the Cucumber and his gang stepped into the taverna. Not when the big man raised a glass to him. Not when the Colt .45 was pointed in his direction. And not when the bullet penetrated Spiros’s chest — a perfect shot right at the end of a song the Cucumber had requested. It was the last song Spiros ever played, a lively song delivered with gusto and pride, celebrating his killer’s fierceness in love and war. There was complete silence in the room. Kivelli held her breath, waiting for the second bullet that would bind them in death, or for Spiros to sit up and drag her outside, where he would punish her for believing herself free of him and rejoicing.


    When the Cucumber stood up and walked towards the platform, the men began to applaud. He was short and thick around the middle, red-faced and flabby-jowled, and there was more white than black in his moustache and eyebrows. His Republican was dark blue and never removed, not even in church. Once, during a game of dice, a guy trying to prove something knocked it off on a dare, but he wasn’t around anymore to answer questions about what was underneath. The Cucumber ruffled Spiros’s hair and apologized to Kivelli, not because he’d shot her lover but because blood had spattered her dress. “We had debts to clear,” he said and shrugged, then handed her a gardenia and tossed a few coins into her plate. It was the honourable thing to do for the widow of a man you’d just killed. “He was a good guy, and a top player. It was nothing personal, you understand.” Kivelli nodded and stopped herself from smiling. “If there’s anything I can do for you, just send a message.” He winked as if they were in cahoots and signalled his men, including sweet-talking Sakis, towards the exit.


    “You’ve done enough,” she called out after him, then brought the flower to her nostrils, ran its petals across her lips. She was tempted to touch Spiros one last time — his oily hair, his longnailed hand that had grabbed her with a desperation so intense it might have been erotic had it not been so selfish. Instead, she slid the gardenia behind his ear and left him on the platform by himself, slumped over his bouzouki, taking his final bow.


    Some regulars waved her over and offered her a drink, a drag on a narghile, which she gladly accepted. Nobody spoke. The place emptied out, and Barba Yannis was supervising a couple of men who were carrying Spiros’s body into the storeroom. He didn’t seem too flustered, considering he had just lost his long-time bandleader and friend. Whatever his true feelings, Barba Yannis was first and foremost a businessman who knew this settling of scores would only enhance the reputation of his taverna. Stories were already being told down at the docks, songs would soon be sung, but not by Kivelli. She’d had more than enough of Spiros while he was alive.


    Sakis came back after a little while and sat next to Kivelli as if he had a reservation. “What now?” he asked, and she understood this had more to do with the next few hours rather than whatever was left of her life. She took a long sip from the narghile and let the fragrant smoke expand in her lungs.


    “Do you want to walk me home?” she asked, slowly sliding her hand along his thigh. Whether he thought this was inappropriate, he never said. There was no time for such moralizing as she snuck him past Margarita’s room and up the dark steps, then pushed him into her bed.


    It was true that nothing whet the appetite for sex like death. Kivelli was not yet certain whether it worked in the other direction as well, though she suspected it might.
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    You beat me and you take my dough

    Earned with blood and sweat, you know

    I’ve caught a new man, handsome, sweet

    Who’s not a swindler or a cheat

  


  
    The taverna was packed every night after Spiros’s swan song. The Cucumber had given the place his three-knife seal of approval and made it his favourite nest where he came to roost every night. This brought in some real troublemakers and lowlifes who packed Colts and Lugers and all manner of switchblades, stilettos and pigstickers. They stopped in on their nightly rounds to pay their respects and to conspire within clouds of smoke dense as the fog over Castella Hill. It also attracted young guys from the neighbourhood who were trying to join the Cucumber’s flock and believed proximity gave them an edge. The usual pseudomanghes followed, posers who talked the talk but couldn’t walk without tripping. There were more women as well. Guys from all over Piraeus and even from Athens came down with their temporary dolls, buying out the place to make an impression. A new order reigned in that small room — volatile, dangerous, electric — which made Kivelli sing with a reckless fervour, abandoning herself to gamblers and smugglers and murderers who treated her like the Queen of Sheba.


    One night, while she was lost in her siren’s wail, a woman stepped into the taverna alone — somebody’s wife, perhaps, looking for her rival. A proper lady in a flowered frock stood nervously by the door, then moved quickly, instinctively, through the darkness and the smoke, through the bodies of men huddled in conspiratorial klatches or dancing alone, until she reached the platform. When her eyes met Kivelli’s, she became the only person in the singer’s audience, and an understanding, complete and unequivocal, flowed between them. In a blink of an eye the unknown woman vanished, but the feeling lingered — at least that’s how she would tell it later. In truth, Kivelli hadn’t noticed her at all, but like a story from her childhood repeated frequently by Papa, this second-hand scenario would lodge itself in her mind as her own recollection: the first image in the next chapter of her life, the beginning of everything that later came to pass.


    Kivelli finished her set and joined Sakis and the Cucumber, who bought her drinks and put more in her plate than whole tables of manghes combined, no matter how fancy their English suits, how large their amber worry beads. The big man had taken an avuncular interest in her, and she had a certain grateful affection for him. As for Spiros’s untimely dispatching, the Cucumber said nothing more about it and neither did Kivelli. She’d slept through his funeral and went to work that night as if nothing had changed. Someone else from the band stepped up to take the empty seat on the platform. Lots of guys could play bouzouki; it was nothing special.


    When Barba Yannis came back from the cemetery, he reported that Spiros had been buried without his instrument. His mother needed to sell it since there was no one to take care of her now that her only son was gone. Mitsos the accordion player wondered how the Little Squirt was going to kill time in Hades without it, but Kivelli felt no pity. Spiros had been a poor excuse of a man, no matter how much his Mama loved him, and was no better a musician. His songs quickly disappeared from the taverna’s repertoire after it came out that he’d stolen most of them from Old Batis, who dragged his battered laterna from square to square, singing tunelessly along to the cranked notes and collecting a few coins for his efforts. No one wrote an elegy for Spiros, which was the final insult, though Sakis let drop that the big man honoured him by shitting on his grave. This was both a bon voyage gesture and a confirmation that all debts were paid. Once in a while, Kivelli sang Spiros’s song about the Cucumber and tried to muster a little enthusiasm for it to please her new protector. Thanks to his favour, all the boys at Barba Yannis’s behaved like gentlemen, at least in his presence. And God help anyone who crossed the line. All she had to do was mention Spiros’s name.


    Some people joked that if Barba Yannis had known what a boon to business the shooting would turn out to be, he might have ordered it himself. Then again, who could have predicted any of it? Life was like that. One day you were here, the next, who knew? The men of Piraeus shrugged and nodded and turned their palms skywards. One day Kivelli was beholden to Spiros, the next she was free to do as she pleased. To sit proudly between the Cucumber and sweet-talking Sakis, who enjoyed telling the story of how she’d caught his eye.


    It was on his first rounds with the Cucumber, soon after Sakis had been baptized, and it felt like his birthday, name day and wedding celebration rolled into one. The big man had introduced him to Kiki that night, and only a slop would have turned down such a gift, so he let the blonde with the plump cheeks and narrow hips hang off his arm like a big gold watch, even though it was a fake. He was in high spirits, which got even higher when he heard Kivelli sing. She hadn’t been at Barba Yannis’s very long and knew only a few songs, which she repeated every set, though no one seemed to care and Sakis wasn’t complaining.


    “You growled and purred like a cat that might scratch a man’s eyes out if he rubbed your belly the wrong way. You stabbed my heart and hardened my prick at the same time.” They didn’t call him the Sweet-Talker for nothing. He’d asked around and learned that Spiros had Kivelli wrapped around his finger like a dragonfly on a string. Sakis was not a man to interfere; instead, he threw flowers and emptied his pockets whenever she came around with her plate. Kivelli pretended to remember these gestures because it pleased him, though she’d only recently noticed him at the taverna when he got up to dance. “There were guys pawing at you all night, so I played it like a gentleman, waited for you to come to me.” It was a clever gamble: the moment the string that bound her to Spiros was cut, she landed right on Sakis’s lap.

  


  
    SAKIS WAS THE PERFECT ANTIDOTE to Spiros. He could make Kivelli laugh at things that didn’t immediately strike her as funny and gave her flesh as much pleasure as he took. On nights she was not in the mood for company, he did not feel slighted or presume she had a secret rendezvous with some other mangha. In return, she never questioned where he’d been if he didn’t show up at the taverna. They had no plans for each other except when they lay naked in her bed. He asked her once where she’d learned her tricks, and she told him making love was like dancing the tango in an Argentinean cantina, keeping to herself that she’d only seen it danced in a picture starring Rudolph Valentino. Sakis didn’t know anything about Argentina or the tango, but was willing to let her teach him a few steps with no music except the rhythm and trills of her satisfaction.


    Between bouts of lovemaking, all Sakis talked about was the Cucumber. There weren’t a lot of options in Piraeus for the youngest son of a shoeshiner, and Sakis preferred to wear shiny boots and keep his fingernails clean. As soon as he turned sixteen, he decided to make his name by challenging Sklavis the Fist, a mangha so tough you had to take communion before picking a fight with him. He went to Sklavis’s hangout and got in his face, and if the Cucumber hadn’t intervened, Sakis would surely be dead. But the big man saw his potential right away and let him tag along with his gang, all the while testing his mettle, his trustworthiness, his allegiance. When the initiation was complete, the Cucumber gave him his first real knife: a man’s knife with a carved ivory handle, light and smooth to the touch, almost not there, except when it counted. Otherwise it rested in the leather scabbard tucked into his belt.


    Sakis had no ambitions in life other than to enjoy himself and to serve the Cucumber. He said he’d looked for some once, in his heart, in his mind, in his face in the mirror, but couldn’t find any. Why bother making up his own schemes when things were already going so well? He was popular with the other manghes, who treated him with respect, and he spent as many nights between Kivelli’s sheets as he needed. He gave all credit to the Cucumber, and would do anything for him without a second thought — without thinking at all. The big man didn’t even have to ask, since Sakis always felt in his gut what he wanted and didn’t want. He knew the code, which was why there were no misunderstandings between them like there were with some of the other guys.


    The incident in Keratsini, for instance, was a case of misunderstanding — Spiros’s, naturally. “If he’d bitten off his tongue and handed it to the Cucumber, nothing more would have come of his stupidity in the cave.” He shook his head in disbelief. “He probably thought he was talking to me, but I was standing right in front of him. Some guys just shouldn’t smoke the good stuff from Bursa; they should drink mountain tea with old ladies in the kitchen.” Sakis lit a cigarette, smoked it in contemplative silence.


    Kivelli had never bothered with the details of what had taken place in the cave, since Spiros was dead and buried and the result was her release. But now her curiosity was piqued. Sakis, however, was reluctant to say any more than he already had, since his fidelity was first and foremost to the Cucumber, who valued discretion above all else. He also liked his tongue and wanted to keep it for as long as possible. Kivelli was fond of it too, but with a little bit of cooing and cajoling, a few caresses in sensitive places, he finally gave in. When she heard the story in its entirety, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


    They were all hanging out in the cave, shooting the breeze and passing around a couple of narghiles filled with the Cucumber’s stock. One of the sailors was playing cards with the strongman, while the other sat with his eyes closed, stoned and peaceful as a big baby napping after lunch. Everyone else was listening to Spiros play his bouzouki, occasionally calling out encouragements or clapping lazily along. “He played sweetly, I’ll give him that, or nobody would’ve even spoken to him. You could have dipped a chunk of hashish into those notes and eaten it whole, like a loukoumi.” Sakis smacked his lips and kissed her. “I was too wasted to get up and dance, but I was in a funny mood so I made a joke about you. Something stupid about your tail feathers — I don’t even remember what.” Kivelli gave him a stern look and slapped his arm playfully; Sakis slapped her backside then kissed it.


    “Spiros went berserk. He jumped to his feet and began pounding his chest and his stomach with his fists, screaming, ‘You want to hit me? Hit me before I kill you!’ Then he bit a chunk out of his wine glass and spat it at me. I wasn’t scared, and the hashish was making me laugh so hard I fell off my stool, which set off the other guys and made Spiros even crazier. He began to choke himself until his eyes were bulging, his face was red with fever, and the veins on his forehead were ready to explode. His mouth was bleeding too, from the broken glass. I’d never seen anything like it, and I’ve seen a lot of men lose their marbles. Who knew he had it in him, all that venom and rage.”


    The Cucumber never got involved in scraps that were none of his business, and the days he’d stick his neck out for a woman were long gone. But the cave was his refuge, and Spiros was spoiling the peace and conviviality they’d all come to share, swiping the kick out of some first rate Bursa Black. Before the others caught his mania and started breaking things, the big man stood up and placed his hand on the back of Spiros’s neck.


    “‘That canary must sing some fine songs out of her cunt, brother,’ he said. You know, to lighten the atmosphere, to calm him down.” A warble escaped Kivelli’s lips as Sakis’s fingers slid between her thighs, nestling there for the rest of the story.


    “Spiros’s eyes turned inside out — all you could see was white except for some broken red. He whipped around like a leaf caught in a meltemi, and held his bouzouki like a club over the Cucumber’s head. ‘You touch her and I’ll cut off your balls,’ he screeched, as if someone were twisting his. He couldn’t see who he was talking to, but suddenly he did, and he dropped the bouzouki and started banging his fists against the walls of the cave, like he wanted to break them open. And now he was laughing too, laughing so hard he was crying, though nobody else was making a sound, they were hardly even breathing.”


    The big man did not get angry. What was the use of blaming a mad dog for his madness? Spiros had been bitten and now he was sick. The hashish had released something already festering inside him, and the pus was gushing out. He crumpled into a spastic heap at the Cucumber’s feet, biting into the dirt, and the sailors and the strongman made fast excuses and left. The Cucumber lifted Spiros by the armpits, looked him straight in the eye until he looked back, handed him his bouzouki and sent him on his way.


    “Then we smoked some more hashish, and no one said another word about it. It was practically forgotten until we came down to Barba Yannis’s. He was really asking for it, showing his face around town that night.”


    The Cucumber was not happy that Spiros was dead. No one else played his song with such passion. But he couldn’t just let it go. Other men had said worse things to him — but those were real manghes, tough as bulls, not some pipsqueak musician who couldn’t hold his tongue in his head or his prick in his pants. If it got out that he had been insulted on his own turf and did nothing about it, soon guys from all over would be getting in his face, trying to make their names. The Cucumber had no time or appetite for a parade of villagers and idiots and fakes to be littering his path. Best to kill Spiros and end the story there.


    As soon as he was done talking, Sakis’s mood shifted, like a happily married man who’s given in to lust, then despises the temptress. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and reached for his trousers. “You didn’t hear any of it from me,” he said gruffly, all the sweetness drained from his voice. Kivelli placed her hand on his back and swore she wouldn’t breathe a word of it to anyone if Sakis promised never to utter Spiros’s name again. They made love to seal their pact, and as soon as they were done, Sakis left to find the Cucumber.


    Alone in her room, Kivelli reflected upon her unwitting part in Spiros’s end. She felt none of the guilt that might have plagued a different woman seduced by the virtuosity of his playing, flattered by his pathos and hunger. His death did not make her love him more or hate him less. The only feeling left was resentment, tinged with a bit of shame at her compliance. Nor did she mistake his words and actions in the cave for love; Spiros loved only himself and his bouzouki. Kivelli just happened to be the blade with which he slit his wrists.
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    You strut up to me

    with a double-edged blade

    Who’s your business with wise-guy,

    what debts must be paid?

  


  
    It was early evening and the taverna was empty except for a few members of the band escaping their wives, and a gang of codgers who wouldn’t last past eleven. They were playing endless hands of kseri, drinking retsina and reminiscing about the good old days when the taverna was their territory and no one came in without a brick of hashish as an offering. Now they were harmless granddads, coughing with every inhale of the narghile and gossiping about the preening young manghites with as much indulgence as disdain. Kivelli liked the taverna at this time of day, before the atmosphere was choked with grudges and bravado. She sat by herself, drinking coffee and waiting for the air to shift, for the old men to cede their places to the young.


    To pass the time, she turned her little white cup onto its saucer and watched the muddy grounds ooze out the side while her future was being etched on the inner walls in lacy patterns. Barba Yannis claimed he could read palms, though everyone knew it was just an excuse to hold women’s hands and make predictions that gave him some sort of advantage. He’d already taken turns with Kiki and Lola, as well as several of the other girls because they liked what he saw in their future. He didn’t read cups, however, which was the territory of old ladies with black dresses and headscarves, their evil eyes usually aimed in his direction. As Kivelli peered into the cup’s miniature abyss at something that might have been a flower or a fallen sun, she sensed someone behind her and looked over her shoulder.


    A short, skinny man Kivelli hadn’t seen before stood there, erect as a post, his nervous blinking the only sign he was alive. He wore an impeccable grey serge suit with a burgundy bow tie, and a black fedora pulled down over his forehead and ears, which made him look as if he had something to hide. He smelled familiar, however, of lemon verbena and fine tobacco, like her sleek-haired suitors in Smyrna, though he was nowhere near as handsome with his flaccid skin and thin, pale lips. When his mouth began to move, Kivelli couldn’t hear his words over the din of old men nattering and musicians fooling around with their instruments. She narrowed her eyes and cupped a hand by her ear.


    “I am the Smyrniot,” the man repeated testily and paused a moment, waiting for a reaction. So many guys had adopted that nickname since the Catastrophe — whether they’d come from the city or a nearby village — it had become meaningless. Kivelli studied his grim face, but it told her nothing. He wasn’t distinct enough to be remembered. Even now, standing before her, her memory resisted him.


    “What can I do for you?” she asked, not impolitely, but not graciously either. He threw her a sharp look that in the past might have frightened her, but now only made her more defiant. She compressed her lips and folded her arms over her chest, her eyes hard as diamonds. If he really wanted trouble, she could call the Cucumber. For a few uncomfortable seconds, they looked each other over with equal doubt. But before either could make a move, Barba Yannis rushed over and slapped the Smyrniot on the back, then shook his hand vigorously. Kivelli had seen that happy dog look on her boss’s face before: he was both impressed and slightly unnerved by the presence of the man he called Panayotis.


    “What brings you here, my friend?” he asked Panayotis the Smyrniot, who pulled on the brim of his hat until his eyes all but disappeared. With an almost imperceptible tilt of his chin, he pointed in Kivelli’s direction. Barba Yannis looked as thrilled as Kyria Effie had on the day he’d arrived with his proposition. “You should be very flattered, girlie.” He then winked at the Smyrniot. “Don’t ask about the hole I found her in …” And with that he left, blissfully unaware that his taverna was just a different type of hole.


    The Smyrniot looked left and right, as if plotting his escape. He was becoming more agitated by the minute; he fiddled with something in his pocket Kivelli hoped was neither a wedding ring nor a pistol. Barba Yannis was sitting with the old men, whispering and staring and whispering some more. There was a rumble of laughter, and someone began plucking a baglama, yowling between notes.


    When the Smyrniot spoke again, he lowered his voice as if he feared being caught in an indiscretion. “Miss Kivelli,” he began, his words tentative, forced. “I have a song for you. Come to my house tomorrow afternoon if you want to try it on for size.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to her, then scurried out of the taverna without waiting for her reply, or pulling on the narghile, or talking to anyone else — not even Barba Yannis. His address was outside the neighbourhood, over the bridge and up Castella Hill, in a better part of Piraeus. Kivelli stared at the piece of paper in her hand, then crumpled it and stuffed it in her coffee cup. The place was starting to fill up, and it was time for her to disappear into the storeroom so she could later make her entrance. Barba Yannis hurried over, his eyebrows twitching eagerly.


    “What did he say, what did he want from you?” He wiped his forehead with a white handkerchief edged with pink embroidery.


    “Who knows … something about a song … to each his own.” Barba Yannis looked at her as if she’d fallen on her head.


    “Are you crazy? The Smyrniot wants to give you a song and you flick him off like lice? What’s the matter with you? Don’t you know who he is?” This was the first time he’d ever scolded her, and the strain soaked his handkerchief with sweat.


    Kivelli admitted she didn’t know, and she didn’t care either. As far as she was concerned, he was one of a dozen newborn Smyrniots, and nobody to her. Barba Yannis plucked the crumpled, coffeestained paper out of the cup, smoothed its wrinkles against the table. He held it at arm’s length to read it, then pressed it into her hand. “You go there and apologize, Miss Kivelli, or don’t bother showing up tomorrow night. I have no room here for women who live on the moon.” He then spelled it out for her and walked off to tell the other musicians, who had a good laugh at her expense.


    This Smyrniot was Panayotis “The Smyrniot” Doukas, one of the most renowned musicians in Smyrna. Kivelli had heard his name and had danced to his music at balls and private functions where his orchestra played, but had certainly never met him. His were not the circles she travelled in, neither there nor here. The band hardly ever played his songs at the taverna; they weren’t raw or hard enough for the regular crowd, even when the lyrics were about hashish and prison and heartbreak. The music raised a different spirit — too happy, too romantic, even in its melancholy. Kivelli knew a few of his hits — “Maria, Stop Your Nagging,” and “Someone’s Stolen the Wine” — and sang them on request when one of her compatriots who could afford it was in the audience, which was not very often. They had their own clubs where they tried to recreate what they had lost, places named after Smyrna’s richest neighbourhoods — Bella Vista, Cordelio, Bournova. The mere thought of going there made Kivelli as sick as bad wine.


    But now that she knew who the Smyrniot was, she was curious to hear what kind of song he thought was cut to her measure, and to find out how he knew, since she’d never seen him at the taverna. Though, admittedly, he could have been lurking in a smoky corner all along, testing and assessing her, or standing right under her nose, unremarkable and easily forgotten.


    There was still this night to live through, however, and tomorrow seemed a thousand years away, during which the sun might be extinguished once and for all, if not for her, then for someone else. This had become a given since the Cucumber’s gang had taken up residence at the taverna. Notoriety had to be fed with flesh and blood, or it went somewhere else. So incidents of the kind that were never reported to the police escalated, and it was left to the manghes to sort things out, using their own code, imposing their own sentence.


    At around two in the morning, a young swag from the neighbourhood sauntered in, high as Jupiter. Crazy Manos dropped in on most nights to flirt with the girls, exchange barbs with the guys. He was lean-faced and handsome, with dark blond hair and the green eyes of a wildcat, wary and always halfway shut. Rumour had it that he slept with ten women a day and stole from them all, which was how he could afford his fine suits and enough hashish to keep him flying most of the time. He collected his allowance throughout the day in exchange for a kiss on the forehead, and blew it all by dawn. Kivelli hoped it was worth it, but she had her doubts.


    Crazy Manos was a bit of a show-off. He strutted around the room, glass of wine in hand, laughing uncontrollably and flashing his new double-edged dagger with the polished deer stag handle. He slid it through his fingers, ran it over the insides of his wrists and hefted it between his hands. He was also throwing his weight around with the girls in the corner, but from their scowls and waving hands, Kivelli could tell they were not enjoying his attentions. Narella left the table and went to speak with Barba Yannis, who consulted a few of his buddies and then called over Mortis, the taverna’s only waiter.


    The older manghes had nothing against Crazy Manos. They admired his looks, his luck with the ladies and his fancy blade. They’d all been young and high and crazy once. He was one of them, but there was no bigger anathema than a guy who called attention to himself for no good reason. If you took out your sword, you’d better be ready to use it. They tried to ignore him at first, but this only encouraged his strutting. When Mortis refused to bring him more wine, Crazy Manos stood on a chair and smashed the empty glass on the floor, then began laughing like a maniac. One by one the instruments stopped playing, Kivelli stopped singing, the men stopped talking and even the girls’ gasps were soundless. A group of Barba Yannis’s tightest friends surrounded Crazy Manos, who cursed and spat like the devil as they dragged him outside. Barba Yannis signalled the band to start playing again, but Kivelli could still hear the shouting and swearing through the thick wooden door.


    After two or three songs the manghes returned, wiping their hands on their trousers, tucking in their shirttails, looking neither happy nor angry nor proud. They had done what was necessary because they’d been provoked. They took their places at their tables as if nothing had happened, resumed their conversations as if they’d never been interrupted. That was that, Kivelli thought, and after a few more songs she too had forgotten the scuffle, though the broken glass still lay on the floor, twinkling like ice that would never melt.


    Then Crazy Manos stumbled back in. Blood running from his nose and mouth stained his white shirt, both his eyes were blackened, swollen, his jacket was ripped and his hat had been crushed. This did not make him look ugly, just wilder. Before anyone could stop him, he ran to the front of the room with his dagger between his teeth and began dancing like a woman, clapping his hands above his head and shimmying his hips. He waggled his tongue at Kivelli as the same group of manghes carried him out again. But within two or three songs, Crazy Manos was back, as defiant as ever, blowing kisses and offering wine to everyone in the house. Those must have been powerful drugs coursing through his body. Corpse-raising drugs. A lesser mangha would have crawled home to die in his mother’s lap.


    The rest of the night was punctuated by this back and forth, this in and out and in again. When Crazy Manos did not crawl back on his hands and knees after the final bout, Kivelli was sure they’d killed him, and she felt bad for a moment. He was a young guy trying to have some fun, a handsome mangha, just a little bit reckless.


    After the taverna closed and the broken glass was swept up, Kivelli searched for Barba Yannis, but he was nowhere to be found. All she wanted was to get paid so she could go home and consider the Smyrniot’s invitation, the memory of which had been almost entirely wiped out by the night’s main event. If it disappeared by morning, she would be relieved of the decision, though she was not certain how much longer she could bear the brutishness of the taverna. Narella walked over and said she’d seen Barba Yannis leave by himself, and that she too was waiting for him because they had their own bills to settle. “He read my palm and paid me a visit at Kyria Effie’s,” she confessed sheepishly. She’d hoped to make Crazy Manos jealous, to get back at him for his philandering, but things had gone too far. She wiped away a tear. Narella had a soft spot for that little butcher.


    Just then Barba Yannis returned. He and Mortis were holding Crazy Manos up by the armpits, helping him to a table near the back. Narella ran to him, threw her arms around his neck. Crazy Manos cursed, but didn’t push her away. He was a sorry sight, his pretty face puffed up like that of a drowned man, his fine threads dark with blood and dirt. But there he sat, holding hands with Narella and drinking the cup of coffee Barba Yannis himself had brought him, while Mortis dusted off his jacket with a white cloth.
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    The Smyrniot lived an hour from Drapetsona on foot, in a pretty neighbourhood on the slope of Castella Hill, which looked over the harbour. Not far enough to justify the tram fare, especially since last night’s brouhaha had left Kivelli’s plate a little bare. The houses in Castella were quaint and painted in blue and ochre, with front gardens lush and seductive as jungles. Who knew such places existed in Piraeus? Most of Kivelli’s compatriots lived in tar-roofed shanties, with spindly basil plants growing out of oil tins on their front steps and red paper flowers tied to branches of dead trees. Though the Smyrniot house was small compared to others nearby, the garden was smothered in flowers. White lace curtains hung in the windows, and the brass knocker on his door was the typical long-fingered lady’s hand that adorned the finer homes in Smyrna, including her own. It seemed sinister here, and Kivelli hesitated before touching it, afraid it might burn. Her inclination was to turn and run down the hill and all the way back to Drapetsona. Instead, she held her breath, then tapped on the door with her fingernails and hoped she hadn’t forgotten how to behave in a proper house.


    The curtains moved instantly, as if someone had been watching from behind them all along. Almost as quickly, the door was opened by a smiling, handsome woman who grasped Kivelli’s hands and pulled her inside before she had a chance to ask whether she was in the right place. “I’m Marianthi, wife of the Smyrniot,” the woman chirped, then laughed as if pleased with herself. “My husband is not here yet, but will join us soon. In the meantime, you and I can get acquainted.” The enthusiasm and satisfaction in Marianthi’s large brown eyes told Kivelli she wouldn’t have a choice.


    The Smyrniot’s wife was short, plump and shapely, like good village stock. She wore a white crepe de Chine dress scattered with red roses, and the waves in her dark hair seemed rigid as marble. Her polished appearance, however, belied her demeanour. Marianthi talked loudly and recklessly as if worried she’d run out of time. How did people so obviously ill-suited to each other always seem to get married? Kivelli silently marvelled. Some crafty matchmaker in Smyrna was surely to blame. Marianthi led her through the house, introducing her to the different rooms, pointing out things they’d brought with them when they’d crossed, others they’d acquired more recently in Piraeus. Many refugees, even the ones who were better off, had been forced to sell what they could to survive, and the Smyrniot’s wife had seized the opportunity to spruce up her castle on the hill.


    “Doesn’t it remind you of a house in Smyrna?” Marianthi asked with a hopeful lilt. Kivelli smiled brittlely. “Of course, nowhere near as grand …,” she added, her voice faltering. Deep red kilims of silk and wool hung on the walls, and the windows were sheathed in lace curtains so white they belonged to a world that had never known fire. Every room was filled with heavy wooden furniture from Germany and France, intricately carved monuments of another time and place. Marianthi’s house was so clean that Kivelli didn’t dare touch anything or look behind her to see if her shoes had left prints on the black marble tiles from the front door to the dining room, where the women now stood, awkward and silent. Kivelli ran her toe over their distorted reflections on the floor. Yes, it reminded her of a house in Smyrna, but she couldn’t bear to say so and blinked back a few tears before they gave her away.


    “Coffee?” Marianthi asked, then disappeared through a swinging door without waiting for a reply. Left alone for a moment, Kivelli’s eyes roamed nervously over the bulky furniture crammed into the too-small dining room. There was a curve-backed sofa along the wall, its velvet blue as the sea; a mahogany china cabinet with a silver tea service gleaming behind its glass doors, its drawers no doubt filled with the same shell-patterned flatware laid out primly on the long wooden table; and a mirror between the windows that went all the way to the ceiling. The room looked even smaller inside its golden frame. Kivelli stole a glance at herself; she too looked distinctly out of place here, wan from not enough sleep or sun, and down-at-heel in the second-hand sailor’s dress Aspasia had altered. She was no longer a Smyrnean rose in full blossom, but closer to the red paper flowers fluttering in the shantytowns. There had to be an escape — through the window the cleaning woman had washed so well its glass was invisible, or through the tall mirror. But what awaited her on the other side?


    Marianthi reappeared with two cups of coffee on a silver tray also laden with paper-thin pastries floating in an indulgence of rose syrup. She put the tray down and gestured towards the sea blue sofa. “Please, sit down, make yourself comfortable.” Kivelli didn’t think this would be possible, but sat anyway, though she chose one of the balloon-backed chairs at the table.


    Kivelli watched her hostess more than she listened. From across the table, Marianthi’s eager eyes travelled over her with such speed they seemed to be making a sketch, and her hands fluttered around her coffee cup, which never quite made it to her mouth. She spoke in rapid sentences, most of which remained unfinished and simply ran into the next with no sense or logic. A few sounded like questions, but she answered them herself. Kivelli glanced towards the door a few times, hoping the Smyrniot would show up and save her from his frivolous wife. Was she drunk or half-witted like Aspasia? Kivelli couldn’t decide, though she too had once been capable of such pretty, harmless noise: strolling with girlfriends along Smyrna’s Quai, ogling furniture for their dowries or Parisian dresses for balls in the opulent showcases on rue Franque, unconcerned with the state of the world outside their elegantly behatted little heads. But how had Marianthi remained so unscathed by the devastation that had extinguished their city? Kivelli fiddled with her empty cup, and when her hostess paused long enough to take a sip of coffee, she managed to slip the question in while Marianthi’s mouth was full. Her answer was ready, as if she’d delivered it a thousand times before.


    “We left about six months before those dreadful fires. Columbia Phonograph offered the Smyrniot a job in Athens, and we settled in Piraeus because he knew a few musicians who already lived here.” There was pride in her voice, as if her talent and cunning were responsible for her lot. Kivelli felt a flash of hatred toward this woman who never called her husband by his first name, and was not ashamed that her quaint little house was filled with treasures acquired over the dead bodies of their true owners. She felt her cheeks redden, her eyes fill.


    “What’s wrong?” Marianthi asked, a look of panic in her eyes. “I’m suddenly not feeling very well …” Kivelli jumped to her feet, and her knee banged against the china cabinet as she bolted towards the hallway. The Smyrniot’s spry wife ran out behind her and grabbed her arm.


    “Please, don’t go,” she pleaded, straining to keep the tears out of her voice. “I’m sorry if I’ve made you dizzy with my babble. I never know when to stop. My husband always says so.” A look of deep regret crept over her face, and there was something so tender and solicitous in Marianthi’s grip that Kivelli resisted the urge to shake her off. “Forgive me. I’m just so happy to finally meet you.” She dabbed her moist eyes with a handkerchief, and Kivelli, fanning away her own tears, let herself be led back to the dining room.


    “Sit … please.” Marianthi’s tone was part consolation, part appeal. “I’ll make some more coffee and we can have some sweets — I made them especially for you.” She pushed the tray towards Kivelli. “I was certain you would come. The Smyrniot will be here soon, I promise. And it will be worth it, I promise that too.” She gave her an apologetic grin and left with the empty cups. From the next room Kivelli heard water running, the clatter of dishes in the sink, then the unmistakable sound of china breaking.


    Why was Marianthi so anxious, so insistent she stay? Were there no neighbours or wives of her husband’s colleagues whom she might have charmed with her pretty face and singsong? Kivelli looked around the room again. It had the remoteness of a museum display, as if it were seldom used. And there were no children’s toys scattered, no rhymes or games echoing through the hallway. She decided Marianthi was lonely: she wasn’t a mainland Greek and was separated from her own kind by her good fortune. Dispossessed, part of nothing. It was the one thing they had in common. When she returned, the Smyrniot’s wife looked a little wilted. The immaculate waves in her hair were separating, losing their authority, and even the bright red flowers on her dress seemed to droop slightly. Kivelli was sorry she had judged her so harshly. It wasn’t Marianthi’s fault that luck had worked so well in her favour. Perhaps it was just her turn.


    After serving the coffee, Marianthi picked up a pastry and ate it in two bites, licking the rose syrup from her fingertips. Kivelli took one too, and lifted it towards her mouth while her hostess watched nervously. As her teeth sank into the crisp layers, the room began to spin and Kivelli was transported through the tall mirror into her father’s salon in Smyrna. Her hair was twisted in a loose chignon, her dress was made of salmon coloured silk, and she smiled demurely as she served tea and cake to a pert-faced young man who was now bones in the ground. She spat the pastry into her hand, and Marianthi emitted a small cry of distress, as if someone had pinched her under the table.


    “I’m so sorry. Is it really awful? I thought you’d like it, that it would remind you of home.”


    “I don’t want to remember home.” Kivelli snapped, her cheeks flushing, her voice louder and angrier with every word. “And I don’t understand what it is you want from me. We don’t know each other, and if it weren’t for …” The tears she swallowed made it hard to breathe, and she was afraid she might faint at this ridiculous woman’s feet. “… And you sit here acting like it never happened and we’re already best friends. So why don’t you just tell me what you’re after, and then we’ll see if you can afford it.”


    For the first time since Kivelli had stepped through the door, Marianthi was at a loss for words. She stared into her coffee cup, and twisted and pulled her wedding band as if she couldn’t get it off. “Your voice,” she replied meekly. “I want your voice.”


    Before Kivelli had a chance to absorb this or respond, she heard someone clear his throat. The Smyrniot stood in the doorway, a guitar tucked under his arm. Marianthi started when she saw him and her face tightened. He stepped into the dining room without addressing the women and took the chair at the head of the table. Marianthi jumped to her feet and hovered behind her husband for a moment before clearing away the plates and scuttling into the kitchen. When she returned, she loitered by the door as if awaiting an invitation. The Smyrniot paid no attention. He was so absorbed in tuning his guitar he might have been alone in the room. Kivelli peeked at Marianthi out of the corner of her eye. Her arms were crossed over her belly and her lips moved in what looked like a silent prayer. If Kivelli still prayed, she would have asked to disappear, but the best she could do was hope that her stay at the Smyrniots’ would pass quickly.


    After what seemed an eternity filled with nothing but the twang and pull of strings, the Smyrniot finally spoke, his tone as cold and reticent as it had been at Barba Yannis’s: “I don’t have much time,” he said, and pushed a sheet of lyrics towards Kivelli. “So let’s get on with it.” Marianthi had not budged from her spot by the door and was still mouthing words no one else could hear. But her eyes were now closed, and she was tapping her foot softly, like a mangha, stoned and lost in his own world. At first glance, the song didn’t seem so different than the usual fare at the taverna — it had drugs and tough guys and heartbreak. But to Kivelli’s surprise, it gave the woman’s side of things. This was becoming more common, though the guys at Barba Yannis’s still preferred hearing their own stories sung back to them. She moved her lips over the words as soundlessly as Marianthi’s prayer, her mouth forming them, her tongue tasting them so they wouldn’t stumble out like a drunk’s proposal: stilted, awkward and worthless.


    “Whenever you’re ready …,” the Smyrniot mumbled and began playing his guitar. Though the lyrics were lowdown, the music conjured calliopes, operas and Arab charmers with their dancing snakes. They filled Kivelli’s veins with ice; she sat frozen, burning at the same time, unable to cry for help, let alone sing. But when the notes circled back to where they’d begun, she opened her mouth and the words came out as if they were her own:


    



    I am the girl, that goodtime girl, who all the manghes crave


    But my heart swells for only one, I’ll take my secret to the grave


    



    Marianthi took a step closer, her lips forming the same words as Kivelli’s, praying to a god of love who lived down the hill and over the bridge in Drapetsona. For some reason this gave Kivelli confidence, and she sang the rest of the song to the Smyrniot’s wife in the same way she picked the mangha with the kindest eyes to focus on at Barba Yannis’s.


    



    He doesn’t know I want him, doesn’t see that he’s the one


    This man who plays bouzouki, like others shoot their guns


    



    To Piraeus I came with no jewels, no clothes, no name


    And now I’m going to lose my mind, mangha’s driving me insane


    



    Both women’s eyes welled with tears, but not for the same reason. The tow of the Smyrniot’s music carried Kivelli back to summer fairs, boat races and cafés along the Quai, reminding her of the person she no longer was and would never be again. She’d been created by Smyrna to adorn its lovely streets, and one could not exist without the other. Now she was something like this song: a hybrid of beauty and beast. The gap between the two was cruel, and the pain of that cruelty flooded her voice.


    



    Oh pretty boy, oh wicked boy, take pity on this tart


    Let me light your narghile with the flames that eat my heart


    



    It took a few moments for Kivelli to regain her composure after the song ended, so she missed what the Smyrniot said on his way out. “He wants you to meet him at the Hotel Xenos in Athens tomorrow morning,” Marianthi repeated after he was gone. “He’s going to record you. I knew it. I’m so happy!” She threw her arms around Kivelli, holding on as if she would never let go, her rose-tainted breath dampening the singer’s ear. “I knew it,” she whispered. “I knew it would be perfect.”


    “It’s time for me to go as well.” Kivelli pulled away gently. “I need to rest before work, or I won’t wake up until noon tomorrow.” She didn’t remember the last time she’d seen morning light, except for the sly rays that seeped through her wooden shutters, streaking the floor and licking her eyelids like cats’ tongues.


    Marianthi made a disappointed face, but did not protest. “Of course, of course. But you must come back tomorrow, after you’re done,” she insisted. “I want to hear every detail.”


    Kivelli kissed her cheeks, then hurried down the hallway and out the front door. When she was sure Marianthi could no longer see her, she began to run, down the hill and towards the waterfront, desperate to get back to Drapetsona to find someone to tell. Someone who could celebrate with her or might try to change her mind.
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    I was getting high at Drosos’s dive one night

    When a cop came in and spoiled my flight

    He broke the narghile and swiped the hash

    So I pulled my knife and he got slashed

  


  
    Time would not pass at the taverna that night. Every song was a burden. Kivelli forgot lyrics, missed rhythms as if it was her first night on stage. No one mentioned her distractedness except Barba Yannis, who asked if she’d gone to the Smyrniot’s. Kivelli nodded but added nothing. The taverna keeper was accustomed to the company of manghes and knew never to ask a question twice.


    The room was packed again, all its air sucked out and replaced with smoke and tension. The devils she knew seemed restless and ready to lash out at the newcomers, who were acting like they owned the place: flashing money, knives, pistols, and pestering the girls in the corner who knew better than to accept or reject prematurely. They were well aware how swiftly a pauper could dethrone a king.


    Kivelli felt indifferent. Manghes came, manghes went, and they all wanted to hear the same songs in between. Though she was grateful to Barba Yannis for being decent and helping her escape Kyria Effie’s, she didn’t feel particularly committed to the taverna or the men who frequented it. At best they were friendly enemies who helped pay her way. She sang for her supper, and who the coins came from was of little consequence. Since the appearance of the Smyrniot, she had bigger things to think about than who was pissing on whose turf.


    Sometime after one a.m. the band took a break. Kivelli was desperate to escape the swelter and smoke and bombastic voices of men talking of nothing, for nothing other than to be noticed. That no one had been beaten or shot yet was a miracle; if there was one thing a mangha needed it was room to move. The Catastrophe had taught her the mercilessness of crowds, how their small shifts and ripples could grow into a tidal wave that swept away everything in its path. Blood churned in her ears, and her temples felt ready to explode as she squeezed through the crush of bodies and anonymous hands passed over her buttocks, breasts and sex.


    Outside, she leaned against a wall and breathed in the damp and fishy air until her heart calmed. Then she plucked a silver cigarette case from her handbag. It was perfectly square and had a zigzag design etched on its lid, the letters L.V. engraved in the bottom left corner. Its back was smooth and polished, and Kivelli watched herself light a cigarette, take a long drag and push the smoke out her nostrils like a mythical beast. Her face was impassive, and if L.V. caught her with his case in hand, his cigarette between her lips, she could easily deny lifting it from his jacket pocket and convince him that she had just that moment found it lying on the ground. Then she’d give it back to him and he’d buy her a drink for the good deed. She certainly had no use or desire for the case, no matter how pretty it was, how heavy and cool in her hands. The tobacco left a stale taste in her mouth, dried it out. She threw the half-smoked cigarette into the dirt, then dropped the case and kicked it away. What she needed was a drink, and she was prepared to brave the mob to get one.


    She was stopped in her tracks by a noise from inside, like the low rumble in the bowels of a volcano before it erupted. Then manghes shot out the door, cursing and shoving as if the place were on fire, though the only smoke Kivelli smelled was from narghiles and cigarettes. Holding their hats to their heads, they ran like lava towards the water and into the dark, narrow alleyways that led away from the square. No one would stop for even a few seconds to tell her what was going on, until Lola the Redhead pushed her way out. She was followed by the blondes Kiki and Koula, who Kivelli was always mistaking for one another, and Narella, who was laughing at the spectacle of fleeing men. The girls seemed less rattled, though Lola was thoroughly annoyed she’d had to fight her way out and that her new dress had been scarred in the melee. When she stopped bawling out the men who were still pushing and elbowing their way past her, she patted down the pink organza of her skirt and told Kivelli what she’d missed. Lola was a veteran, so it was best to just take her word on most things, even her claim that she was only twenty-two, though she seemed to know Barba Yannis from a long way back.


    In the close quarters of the taverna, squeezed between the old boys and the new, an undercover police squad was playing it tough: cursing, slapping each other’s backs, drinking and throwing money around. “Not much money,” Narella added with disdain, “but enough to be noticed.” Before the Cucumber had christened the place, everyone knew everyone else: the manghes from the mystery men, the good cops from the bad. Now it had become so cramped that the big man didn’t come anymore, though the damage had been done. Barba Yannis’s was full of strangers and fakes, and no one could tell the difference.


    “The bastard was even cute,” Lola said of the ringleader, who pulled a badge out of the pocket that should have held a flask.


    “If they dressed a little better, maybe they wouldn’t look like such bad guys,” Kiki added. “I hate men in uniforms. They think they know something.”


    Real manghes would have dealt with the situation quietly, cleanly, and with no leftovers. They were willing to go all the way to the devil, even if it meant being thrown into Syngrou for a night or a year. They’d find some friends there, make the best of it and come out with an even bigger reputation. Not like the posers and wannabes running to save their skins — Kivelli hadn’t recognized one face in the blur of the exodus. The regulars were still inside, standing by Barba Yannis, waiting to see what would happen. Because it was for the fat, happy taverna keeper that the cops had come. And whoever else they picked up on the side, stroking a bouzouki or sucking on a narghile, would just be a bonus.


    The cigarette case on the ground caught Lola’s eye, and she picked it up and polished it against her skirt. She ran her fingernail over the initials, then opened the case and slipped one of the neatly lined cigarettes between her pouty lips. “Lefteris must have dropped it when he was running home to his wife.” She exhaled arabesques of smoke that looped above the girls’ heads like ambivalent halos before rising into the sky. Kiki and Koula also took a cigarette, but when Lola offered Kivelli one, she shook her head no. “You don’t smoke, eh, Kivelli?” Lola asked, slipping the case into her small leather purse.


    “Not much. Bad for my voice.”


    “That’s a shame,” she replied. “Helps pass the time.” She blew a smoky kiss and walked off towards the dim light of the docks, accepting Lefteris’s cigarette case as payment for whatever aggravations the night had caused her. Kiki and Koula followed like goslings, squabbling about which one the ringleader liked more. Narella kissed Kivelli’s cheek and went off to find Crazy Manos, who would be sorry he’d missed the excitement.


    Things were quiet inside — too quiet. Kivelli knew she should just go home and rest her voice for whatever the morning might bring. She had no particular love of trouble or taste for the type of drama that inspired the most popular songs at the taverna. But she’d managed to buy a new, pale blue linen jacket and a sweet, shortbrimmed, black hat from the market, which were now trapped in the storeroom. She’d worked hard for these small vanities. Who knew when she would be able to replace them? If she got killed on the way in, she hoped they’d bury her in them.


    Barba Yannis was standing in front of the band’s platform, surrounded by a group of grim-faced men. In the light Kivelli saw that their suits were just cheap imitations of what the real manghes wore, but in the press of bodies this had gone unnoticed. A few of the imposters were holding glass decanters from the fancy narghiles Barba Yannis had purchased since business had been so good. Without the stem, tube and bowl, they looked like pretty vases awaiting flowers. Another cop was examining a bouzouki, shaking it, knocking on its body, peering into its soundhole for bullets and hashish. Its owner, Mimis, was nowhere in sight, and Kivelli cringed when the cop smashed the instrument against the floor and ground the polished wood into splinters with his heels.


    More cops, these in uniform, began streaming through the door like ants. They fired questions at the regulars, who sat still and sullen as stone, staring at each other or at the ceiling, irritated, resigned and impatient for the disruption to be over with, for whatever was going to happen at the will of these uniforms to happen. That’s how real manghes behaved, not like those slops running away with their tails between their legs.


    Kivelli moved through the room slowly, feeling as invisible, irrelevant and anxious as on her first night there. Old Nontas, in his fisherman’s cap and striped baggy trousers, was sitting at a table by himself, his narghile still lit. “What happened?” she mouthed, and Old Nontas waved his hand in a way that meant, “everything, don’t ask, long story, why bother,” then took a long sip of the narghile and coughed and laughed at the same time.


    Was it the cough or the laughter or the twist of smoke tickling their nostrils that turned the cops’ attention to Old Nontas’s table? One moment the ants were filing in and Barba Yannis was emptying his pockets while pretending nothing was wrong and that everyone in the room was his friend. Now the taverna keeper’s hands were behind his back and Old Nontas and Kivelli were surrounded. One of the cops grabbed her arm and shoved her towards the exit. “Scram, pussycat,” he barked, but she did not budge, mesmerized by the look on Old Nontas’s face.


    “Fuck it,” the fisherman muttered, and took another long drag, then grinned like a genie about to vanish. His smile told Kivelli that nothing good was going to come from this situation. The next moves happened all at once. Even when she tried to slow them down in her head later on, to order the sequence, she still wasn’t sure who’d acted first and what had led to what. Did Old Nontas’s knife come out before the cop swung at the coals and the hashish with his club, the narghile’s clay bowl exploding from the impact? Did the blade slash the cop’s knuckles before or after the shot rang out? The same cop, another? They were indistinguishable in their uniforms. Kivelli didn’t hear Old Nontas cry out when the bullet hit him in the throat, though she felt the soft thump of his body falling to the floor. Then there was the rattle of chains being wound around Barba Yannis’s wrists, and the dragging of feet as the stonestill manghes became flesh again and were led through the front door. They were flanked by the imposters, every second or third one carrying a blue, green or red flower vase home to his wife or mother.


    In the storeroom Kivelli put on her new coat and hat, tucking in loose strands of her hair as she stared at herself in the mirror. Ash from the exploding narghile powdered her cheek like stardust from skyrockets that once blossomed above Smyrna’s harbour. The grey specks disappeared into her skin when she rubbed them with her fingers, but traces of sadness and agitation lingered in her eyes. They had little to do with Old Nontas, who was no one to her. She had seen worse things before she’d landed in Piraeus: girls’ breasts sliced like oranges, boys’ naked bodies swinging from hooks in butcher shops. Things that would make all those cops, all those manghes fall to their knees and bawl like babies.


    She was not, however, unaffected by the turn of events, and if sleep had been a remote possibility that night, it was now gone for good. There would be manghes by the docks and at other tavernas in other neighbourhoods, but she wasn’t in the mood for company. She began walking towards Athens and the Hotel Xenos in what she hoped was the right direction, unafraid and resolved as Old Nontas with his genie smile. She now understood. It was an acknowledgement of inevitable change, and defiance in the face of it.
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    We know how to love in my hometown

    How to live it up even when we are down

    Have pity, stop asking, don’t drive me insane

    You don’t care were I’m from, don’t ask me again

  


  
    The Hotel Xenos was small and dingy, with blackened bricks and a hand-painted sign above its smudged glass door. It was the type of place where guests preferred to slip in and out unnoticed — nothing like the Grand Hotel on Smyrna’s Quai where dignitaries from Europe and the Americas were received with all the pomp and luxury money could buy. The lobby was dark, the door locked, and no one came when Kivelli knocked on the glass. Her legs ached from the long walk to the city, so she settled on the stoop to wait for the front desk clerk, or the Smyrniot, or whoever might need to escape under the cover of night. It wasn’t until she sat down that the weight of the events at Barba Yannis’s descended upon her.


    Kivelli closed her eyes and drifted off to the Grand Hotel’s rooftop terrace, which looked over Smyrna’s harbour. Her gown was made of burgundy velvet, and she nibbled on mussels fried in butter, red caviar and jambon. Papa was there too, smiling like Old Nontas, and Lieutenant Lovegrove was dancing the tango with her cousin Amalia, the keeper of her most illicit secrets. Then the music changed to the aria from Pagliacci, and Kivelli was suddenly alone in the water, swimming along a pathway of silver moonlight towards ships silhouetted in an infinite distance.


    She was brought back to the stoop by the sounds of a violin and an oud seducing the sparrows and pigeons in the early morning light. Someone was standing over her, blocking the sun. The Smyrniot wasted no time on pleasantries. “You’re here,” was the extent of his welcome. “Come with me.”


    The lobby was still dark, the front desk unmanned, though Kivelli heard voices coming down the elevator shaft. She was glad there was no one around who might mistake the Smyrniot for her lover. Discontent emanated from his pores, and his demeanour was unsympathetic as Charon’s. They didn’t speak as they waited for the lift to descend within its iron cage, and once inside the Smyrniot’s remoteness was such that she might have been alone, even though they were standing close enough to taste each other’s breath. The lift’s cables creaked and groaned all the way up, and the cabin shuddered as if it were disgusted. Any questions Kivelli had expired on her tongue.


    “How long will this take?” she finally asked, but only after they’d stepped out onto the top floor and were walking down a dim corridor with identical wooden doors.


    He raised his eyebrows. “Do you have somewhere more important to be this morning?” He didn’t disguise his sarcasm.


    Kivelli was tempted to lie, but since she was temporarily out of a job, she swallowed her pride. Kyria Effie’s brothel had led to the taverna, Spiros to Sakis, and the Smyrniot’s timing couldn’t be denied, even if he was nothing more than a conduit. “I have all day if necessary,” she said jauntily and tried smiling, but couldn’t manage it. Not that it mattered. The Smyrniot wasn’t looking at her, but fiddling with a ring of large iron keys.


    “Well I don’t have all day,” he said testily, then let himself into the last room at the end of the corridor. Kivelli stayed in the hallway for a few breaths. When she finally crossed the threshold, she remained by the door.


    There was no bed in the room or any other regular hotel furniture. A narrow table in the centre held two phonographs with long funnels pointing in different directions, connected to each other by tangled rubber tubing. A few wooden chairs were clustered in a corner, and an array of stringed instruments was lined up against a wall like convicts. Empty glasses and ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts were scattered about on the floor, and five empty wine bottles stood in a row, upturned, as if they were doing tricks. The air was redolent with sweat, stale cigarette smoke and soured wine. Where were the musicians Kivelli had heard earlier? Surely they were the Smyrniot’s men, responsible for this mess.


    The Smyrniot darted around, opening windows, setting chairs near the funnels. He picked up a mandolin and strummed it, then laid it gently on the table next to the phonographs. He pushed the ashtrays out of the way with his foot, then reached around Kivelli and slammed the door shut. “This is just a test, so don’t expect anything to come of it.”


    “I expect to sing your song,” she said calmly, and stepped aside so he could hang his hat and coat on the back of the door. There was nowhere for her hat and coat, so she kept them on. “Isn’t that why you invited me here?”


    “My wife invited you,” he snapped. “Don’t ever assume any of this was my idea. I don’t think there’s anything I can do with you.” He picked up the mandolin again and began to tune it with his back to her.


    Tension pulsed behind Kivelli’s eyes and in her throat as the battle between her pride and need escalated. She dug her fingernails into her palms and swallowed the jagged words that might have put the peevish little man in his place. How, she wondered, had he written such wonderful songs?


    “I heard some music earlier this morning,” she tried, wishing the ghostly musicians would fly in through the window and carry her away. “Violin and outi playing a tsifteteli.”


    “Probably next door. The top two floors are either recording studios or quarters for visiting musicians,” he replied, checking his pocket watch.


    “And the first floor?”


    “Reserved for prostitutes.” He threw her a damning glance, then turned his back to her again.


    It was a look to which she had become accustomed. She’d seen in Margarita’s eyes, and in the faces of countless others since her lot had been decided by fire and blood. Despite their shared loss, mainland Greeks spat insults at her and treated all refugees like an infestation. “Do you know where I come from?” she began, but was stopped by a flood of images that made her eyes water and inflamed her cheeks: Papa in tails at opera. Elegant ladies playing bezique and sipping lemonade from flower-garnished glasses at the Jardin des Fleurs. Hundreds of bodies floating in the smoke-eclipsed Smyrna harbour.


    “I don’t care where you came from,” he hissed, “or where you’re going, or what your story is. My business is making records, and if it were up to me …” It was shocking to feel such contempt from a compatriot, not only towards her, but towards their murdered city. Perhaps he wasn’t from Smyrna at all, but a pretender from some neighbouring village. His insolence reawakened her haughty and wilful character.


    “If it were up to you, I wouldn’t be here,” she replied in a tone once reserved for doormen and postal clerks. “But since I am, I expect you to be cordial. I’ve asked for nothing, and I haven’t done anything to merit …”


    There was a knock on the door, and a pudgy, happy-looking young man carrying a flat drum under his arm let himself in. He shook the Smyrniot’s hand, then tipped his bowler and gave Kivelli a flirty grin.


    “I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” he said in a suggestive tone.


    “We haven’t even begun,” the Smyrniot replied, having either missed the innuendo or refusing to dignify it. He waved his hand carelessly, as if swatting a fly. “This is Marianthi’s friend, Kivelli.”


    “I’m Kosmas.” He banged a little rhythm on his toumbeleki, then walked over and kissed her hand. “Have we met before, Miss Kivelli?”


    “She sings at Barba Yannis’s,” the Smyrniot answered abruptly, as if an excuse were necessary.


    Kosmas made a surprised face. “So Kyria Marianthi has been playing the manghissa in Drapetsona while you’re hard at work here?” he teased.


    One of the mandolin strings broke, and the Smyrniot cursed it while glaring at Kosmas. “Where in the devil is Nikos? I have to be at my office by noon.” The toumbeleki player shrugged and took the sheet of paper the Smyrniot held out towards him. Instead of reading it, he rolled it into a tube and used it as a drumstick.


    “And Kivelli has better things to do too. Isn’t that right, Miss?” he added, replacing the string with as much irritation as he’d broken it.


    Kosmas sat by one of the phonographs and smoothed the curled sheet against his drum. “I heard from some guys that there was a big fassaria at the taverna last night. Were you there, Miss Kivelli?” “There’s always something that ends up being nothing, so I don’t pay much attention,” she said, making an effort to sound unconcerned. She was loath to bring up Old Nontas’s smile or the chains around Barba Yannis’s wrists, especially in front of the Smyrniot. “Well, I heard Barba Yannis is finished. They tossed him in Syngrou and threw away the key.” It sounded like most of the songs she sang, but it was hard to believe. This was not the first time Barba Yannis had slept behind bars, and probably wouldn’t be the last. Within a day or two, if not sooner, everything would be back to normal. Though that wasn’t always how the songs ended. “We’ll see,” Kivelli replied, and went to the window. On a ledge across the alleyway, two pigeons were fighting. Or perhaps they were making love.


    “Let’s get started,” ordered the Smyrniot, and directed her to stand by one of the funnels. “This is just a test, so we can live without Nikos.” His foot knocked over one of the empty wine bottles, and it rolled across the floor to where Kivelli stood. She resisted the urge to kick it back. She looked at Kosmas, but he was busy studying the sheet of paper, nodding at markings and symbols she couldn’t decipher.


    “Nikos is probably sleeping off his hangover,” he offered absent-mindedly. “He’ll get here eventually.”


    “I said we don’t need him,” the Smyrniot bristled. “So let’s get this over with.”


    When the Smyrniot wasn’t looking, Kosmas made a wry face and rolled his eyes. This helped put Kivelli at ease, though she too was anxious to get the whole thing over with and go back to Piraeus. Maybe there would be some more news about Barba Yannis that would help her plan the rest of her life. “I’m ready,” she offered, but the Smyrniot ignored her.


    “You don’t know this one,” he said to Kosmas, “so we’ll do it a few times before we record.” The Smyrniot began to play and this time Kivelli jumped in immediately.


    



    I am the girl, that goodtime girl who all the manghes crave


    But my heart swells for only one, I’ll take my secret to the grave


    



    When the toumbeleki player heard the lyrics, he cracked up. “You’re getting romantic on me, Panayotis,” he called out. “And tell me, what the hell do you know about manghes?”


    The Smyrniot stopped playing in the middle of the chorus. “Shut up,” he growled, but looked genuinely flustered. “From the top, and keep your opinions to yourself. That’s not what you’re paid for.” Kosmas apologized and joined in on the second try, changing the spirit of the song with a rhythm that was both playful and sensuous.


    They ran through it five or six times, and after each try the Smyrniot gave criticisms and made suggestions. He looked like he might even be enjoying himself a little, or was at least less resentful. By the time he placed the wax blank on the turntable, positioned the stylus on the outer edge and recorded the final version, Kivelli could hear it was almost perfect. “That’s enough for today,” he snapped when they were done, trying to recapture some of the ill humour that had been pulled out of him by the song.


    “That was fantastic,” Kosmas gushed. “Bravo Kivellitsa, where have you been all my life!” He picked up the rhythm from the song again and improvised happily for a few minutes. “You should come by the Bella Vista sometime, we always have guest singers …”


    “It was just a test,” the Smyrniot repeated in case Kivelli hadn’t heard him the first fifteen times. He had nothing to worry about. Even if Barba Yannis was indeed finished, which she doubted, this was not the road she’d follow. Both the Smyrniot and his wife made her uncomfortable, and Marianthi’s zeal didn’t make up for her husband’s contempt. Kivelli was no longer in the desperate straits she’d been in when she’d first landed in Piraeus — she had a place to live, a profession and a few coins saved for emergencies. She would find her way.


    “I have to go now,” she announced, standing as straight and tall as she could manage. “Pleasure to meet you, Kosmas.”


    “That was really top notch,” he beamed. Kivelli gave a theatrical curtsy, and Kosmas grabbed her hand and kissed it again. The Smyrniot, who was carefully placing the wax disc in a case, gave her a half-hearted wave that was as much a dismissal. She left without returning it or uttering another word.


    In the lobby she ran into the man she assumed was the missing Nikos. He had a panicked look in his bloodshot eyes and was embracing his oud like a woman he couldn’t bear to leave. Kivelli might have warned him about the Smyrniot’s ill humour, but he was probably well acquainted with it, so she let the juddering elevator deliver him to his fate.

  


  
    IT WAS MID-AFTERNOON BY THE time the tram brought Kivelli back to Drapetsona. The main square was clear as a desert after a windstorm. There were no men idling, smoking or carousing, and there was hardly even a cat on the prowl or a bird in a tree. The desolation frightened her more than the men ever had. She wove carefully around the empty tables, afraid that she too might fall through a hole in the ground and end up in flame-engulfed Smyrna. Her eyes scanned the surrounding shops for anyone who could tell her what had happened and whether she should run for her life towards the water. Then she spotted Sakis peeking out of Rovertakis’s kafenion. She gave him a jubilant wave, but he ducked inside as if someone were pointing a gun at him. Kivelli looked over her shoulder; there was no one there. She dashed towards the shop, and Sakis pulled her through the door.


    “Get in before someone sees me,” he whispered urgently. “Where is everyone?” Kivelli asked, looking around for Rovertakis, who was nowhere in sight. He made the best coffee in the square, and she suddenly craved a cup as if she’d never have one again.


    “There’s been a crackdown,” Sakis replied, flicking his worry beads at a pace that set her nerves on edge and didn’t seem to soothe his.


    Kivelli looked out at the barren square again. A scrawny dog was peeing up against the tree Barba Yannis claimed had been planted on the day he was born. He had a fit whenever a dog sniffed around it, and anything more incited him to violence. Most of the neighbourhood mongrels had learned to stay away, but now a pack of dogs was circling the tree, each leaving its mark. “Is Barba Yannis still in jail?” she asked. Sakis nodded gravely.


    “Barba Yannis, Sklavis, Marinos the Moustache, Crazy Manos — whoever they managed to round up at the raid last night at Barba Yannis’s and down by the docks after. The bastards even climbed up to the caves in Keratsini — broke everything and threw it into the sea.” He kicked a chair, which fell over, dead. “So the Cucumber said we should clear out for a little while, until things settle down.” He looked like he was about to cry, but not over Kivelli. Their arrangement had always been casual, without plans or promises. Someone would have eventually told her that he’d taken off, and by the time he came back it probably wouldn’t matter anymore.


    “Where to?” she asked, more out of politeness than concern.


    “Thessaloniki,” he replied. “The Cucumber says the cops are friendly there and hashish grows on trees.” Kivelli had sung that song many times and wondered if Sakis was that naive. The Cucumber had smarter men he could count on for complicated problems, but Sakis was the most loyal by far. He jumped and danced when he was told to, and would cut his own throat if it were required. That morning he had been ordered to wait in the kafenion, and he’d stay there until the Cucumber came or sent other instructions. The whole time he spoke, Sakis clutched the handle of a small, black leather suitcase, as finely buffed as his shoe tips, ready to run.


    Kivelli did not ask when and if he would return, and he did not offer up any assurances. It was as if everything between them had suddenly evaporated, and the only thing left was a vague and distant affection. So she wished him safe travels and kissed him goodbye. Her bigger concern at that moment was that she was indeed out of a job. With the scarcity of manghes, it probably wouldn’t be easy to find another one.


    After she’d crossed the square, she looked back towards Rovertakis’s and saw Sakis scramble into a car. It wasn’t the Cucumber’s shiny sedan, but something small and dirty and beat up. She couldn’t make out who was inside, but she assumed it was the big man or Sakis would not have budged from his post. The car drove off just as two policemen entered the square on foot. They gave a cursory look at the empty shops, the abandoned tables, the dogs sleeping under Barba Yannis’s tree, and laughed. They then walked back in the direction they’d come from, satisfied that they’d finally managed to clean Piraeus of its scum.
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    After all her months at Barba Yannis’s, Kivelli felt strange having nowhere to go once the sun went down and she really began to wake up. Aspasia sat with her for a while, smearing rouge on her cheeks and complaining about her mother. “Mama’s so ugly that she once broke a mirror just looking into it. It cracked right in half across the middle and smashed on the floor. She blamed it on an earthquake, but I didn’t feel nothing.” The girl’s snorting laugher alerted Margarita, who howled like a punishing wind for Aspasia to come to the kitchen. From the window Kivelli observed the usual goings on down on the street — boys playing with balls and spinning tops, their mothers yelling for them to come inside, fishermen and stevedores coming home stooped and demanding — until darkness erased even that minor diversion.


    The later it got, the more the room seemed to shrink until Kivelli felt as if she were suffocating. Not knowing where else to go, she scurried across the still-empty square and knocked on Kyria Effie’s door. Since she’d paid off her debt, she occasionally stopped by to visit Narella or to share a drink with the old madam, though Kivelli still didn’t trust her, and Effie still bemoaned the loss of the Anatolian Pearl. Kivelli let her complain until she got bored, then reminded her that she’d been paid five times over thanks to Barba Yannis. But to the madam it remained a matter of reputation.


    With so many manghes on the lam, Kyria Effie’s was peaceful as a church, so she was glad to have a visitor. “Papa Zacharias is up there,” she confided as she let Kivelli in. “With two girls.” She made a circle with her finger and thumb, then jabbed the centre with her right middle finger. “God bless him, he always pays double to relieve his guilt. So when he comes down the stairs, make sure to cross yourself with the wrong hand.”


    “I’ll run up now and kiss his ring,” Kivelli replied. Kyria Effie’s laughter filled the quiet house, the gold locket hanging around her neck bouncing up and down on her massive, quaking breasts. Her mood changed abruptly when she heard about Barba Yannis’s arrest and Old Nontas’s demise. Sadness drew down her overrouged cheeks and stilled her chest. She patted the locket and poured herself a drink out of a decanter stained brown with the memory of many long-gone spirits, then raised her glass in a silent toast and drank until it was empty.


    “Did you know Nontas?” Kivelli asked, surprised by her reaction.


    “Who haven’t I known in Piraeus?” Kyria Effie replied, a sudden languor slowing her speech and movements. She offered her guest some of the thick orange liqueur that tasted like corrupted peaches, and emptied a second glass by the time Kivelli had taken three sips. “They’ve all passed through here — the big, the small, the young and old. They’re all the same to me. Some of them just have more money,” she said dolefully, and touched the locket again.


    “Who’s in here, Kyria Effie?” Kivelli asked, reaching out and putting a finger on the dull gold oval. “Nontas? Barba Yannis?”


    She swatted Kivelli’s hand away, her sadness quickly replaced by indignation. “Don’t be ridiculous. No one you know.” After another swig of peach liqueur, she wound the locket chain around her finger and searched the younger woman’s eyes for an ulterior motive for her presence, her questions.


    “Don’t look at me like that. I’m just making conversation. Whether you tell me or not makes no difference whatsoever.” She was already sorry she’d asked.


    A door opened upstairs, and the women heard the swish of long skirts, then light footsteps on the staircase. Kyria Effie tried to keep a straight face, but sputtered in her hand as a young priest, who seemed torn between elation and contrition, floated past the parlour and out the front door without looking in their direction. Kyria Effie stood up and drew the moss-coloured curtain.


    “Kivelli,” she began, her forehead rippling and creasing with hesitation. “I’m going to tell you a few things my other girls don’t know. Because I feel like it.” She splashed more liqueur into both their glasses. Kivelli, already feeling woozy from the alcohol, wondered if she’d be able to bear the burden of Kyria Effie’s revelations.


    “But all of this must remain between you and me. I don’t need no one’s pity or the girls making fun of me behind my back. Do you understand?” Kivelli nodded her assent, and this seemed to satisfy the old woman. Kyria Effie took off her locket, pushed it across the table. The etchings on its surface had been rubbed off over the years, between her fingers, against her skin. “Open it,” she commanded, and Kivelli obeyed, running her fingernail between the locket’s oval halves. Curled inside was a strand of golden hair tied up in a hundred tiny knots. Smoothed out against the table, it was the length of a child’s bracelet. The portrait hidden within was not of a man at all, but of a young girl with blond curls and very serious dark eyes. The girl’s gaze disconcerted Kivelli, and she dropped the locket on the table.


    “Don’t you recognize me?” Kyria Effie asked, sounding slightly offended. There was little resemblance between the girl in the photo and the grotesque harridan who sat across from Kivelli. Besides being old and fat, her hair colour was as muddy and uncertain as the glass decanter’s stain. “I know I’m no spring blossom anymore, but look at our eyes.” She widened hers and leaned across the table. Upon closer inspection, Kivelli saw a slight similarity in the shape; there was also a comparable sadness in them.


    “I wasn’t always an old shoe, you know. Before misfortune found me, I was fresh and full of sweet dreams. But she had her own plans for me and my godforsaken mother.” She looked out the window at the lemon tree, then pulled the locket across the table by its chain. For a while she seemed to be talking to the girl in the photo as if Kivelli wasn’t in the room.


    “My father was Armenian, killed by the Turks. They also took my brothers, into their army, to their deaths.” Tears pooled in the deep wrinkles beneath her eyes, but her voice did not waver. “You’re from Smyrna, so you know these things,” she added, and Kivelli understood why she’d been chosen as her confidante. She’d heard all of it before — not from Kyria Effie’s mouth, but from a hundred others who insisted on sharing their tragedies with her, as if her own were not enough. Happy voices seeped in through the curtain, and Kivelli wished she was in the next room with the girls, chatting about silly things, gossiping and laughing.


    “They violated my mother and threw us out of our house. Mama never recovered from the shock of that day. She always said she wished they’d killed her too because her life became a punishment from God.” The tears had stopped, but the words kept marching out obediently, like prisoners of war in the hinterlands heading to their doom.


    “A fisherman brought us here, though we knew no one and had nothing. We begged at doors for work and table scraps, but the good citizens of Piraeus were more heartless than the girls say I am now.” Kivelli did not contradict her, nor did Kyria Effie pause long enough to allow it. “They spat on us and called us gypsies, dogs, filth. And Mama would just stand there weeping until I took her by the hand and led her away.” She brought the locket to her bosom and sighed. “That’s how we spent our days, and for what? A few crusts of bread and more heartache than five lifetimes and all the hashish in Bursa could cure.” Kyria Effie fell silent for what seemed a long time, though it was probably Kivelli’s own sorrows, tweaked by the madam’s, that were stretching the minutes.


    When she began to speak again, her voice was wet, as if tears were roiling in her throat. “Don’t look so down in the dumps, my girl. The funny part is upon us.” Kyria Effie’s tone belied her words.


    That Kivelli was wasting sympathy on the madam would have annoyed Narella to no end, but she could not help it.


    “One rainy night after even the hope for a mouldy elbow of bread had faded, my mother knocked on one last door, red and cracked from the salty air. Oh, I’m not going to get sentimental and claim that a whore became our saviour, though Kyria Vasso rescued us from the cold and miserable streets. She took us in, gave us a meal, and the rest, the rest is just details …” She sighed and looked out at the tree again.


    Narella had implied more than once that Kyria Effie’s mother had hanged herself from the lemon tree in the garden, but Kivelli wasn’t going to ask. She’d heard more than she’d bargained for already, and Kyria Effie looked spent, deflated, as if only the story circling through her body all this time had kept her alive.


    “My girls think I don’t understand their pain,” she slurred. “I understand. I just don’t feel anything about it. Haven’t since I was fourteen and Mama …” Kivelli stood up before the madam unwound another long thread of mournful reminiscences that would set off her own.


    “I’ll come again some other night, Kyria Effie.” She considered patting the madam’s hand or kissing her wrinkled cheek but couldn’t bring herself to enter the cloud of lemon water, peach liqueur and sweat that surrounded her.


    “I’ve tired you, I know, but before you go, I have a proposition for you.” Kivelli knew what was coming, but no matter how desperate she became, she would never come back to the house to work. If worst came to worst, she could follow Sakis and the Cucumber to Thessaloniki. They were sure to have connections there.


    “Why not come back here …”


    “I don’t think so, Kyria Effie,” she said in one breath.


    “Let me finish, Miss Kivelli. Why not come here on weekends to sing? I’ll pay you something, and you can also collect tips from the men. And if you want to go to bed with any of them, that’s your business, though if you do it here, he’ll have to pay for the room.”


    “What about the police?”


    “If those crooks didn’t like blow jobs so much, I’d be breaking rocks with Barba Yannis. A little bit of singing on the weekend won’t change nothing here. And it’ll solve both our problems until the manghes come home. What do you say to me now?”


    Kivelli was impressed. Kyria Effie was drunk, deflated, depressed, but still a businesswoman. It wasn’t a terrible idea. “And the music?” she asked, still looking for a bug that would turn the whole thing rotten.


    “Old Batis can bring his laterna, and who knows who else will show up with baglamas made of gourds and wire. Stop looking for reasons to say no, Kivelli. What else are you going do this Saturday night?”


    Though she tried to come up with an answer, a lie, as quickly as Kyria Effie produced the laterna, all she could think of was how the small sum she’d managed to save was not likely to last long. Especially when she had nothing to keep her from wiling away long nights in beer gardens, tedious afternoons in the empty square. “Fine, I’ll drop by this Saturday and we’ll see how it goes.”


    Kyria waved a finger and shook her head no. “You have to agree to at least two Saturdays. One to start the rumour, and a second to reap its rewards. Then we’ll see if it’s worth it or not. Agreed?”


    After she left, she regretted not setting a price. Kyria Effie was a much better dealer than Kivelli, who had neither the inclination nor the experience. Since her arrival in Piraeus, she’d left such matters to others, taking what they offered and making no demands. It hadn’t worked out too badly. But despite Kyria Effie’s confidences and tears, she did not kid herself that the old madam was looking after anyone’s interests but her own. Narella would say the sob story was nothing but a ploy to soften her up, though Kivelli was not yet that cynical. When she went back on Saturday, she would let Effie pay her whatever she wanted and then state her conditions for a repeat performance.


    A few tables in the square were occupied by old men — cobblers, fishermen and peddlers — as well as a few cops talking and laughing loudly, like conquerors in a foreign land. One of them made a rude remark when she walked by, but Kivelli did not bat an eyelash.


    The moon shone through her window, covering her narrow bed with a sheet of silver light. She lay beneath it and serenaded it with the Smyrniot’s song until her eyes became heavy with sleep. Neither the sombre little man nor the melancholy madam visited her dreams that night. Instead, Marianthi appeared in her flowered dress and fed Kivelli pastries as she would a handsome suitor, a saviour who might steal her away from her unpleasant husband and set her free.
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    From dusk to dawn I get high on ouzo and wine

    Despite all my troubles, I have a good time

    ’Cause I know how to live and I know how to play

    And I don’t give a damn what anyone says

  


  
    Four days after the raid at Barba Yannis’s, whatever had not been carried away by the cops or looted by packs of beggars and thieves was thrown out into the square and burned. It was just a stack of spindly chairs and rough-hewn tables, but it signalled the end in a way only a fire can. Neighbourhood children hopped around the blaze, thrilled by the explosions of sparks, the dancing flames lighting up their little faces. Fishwives watched from a distance, arms crossed in smug satisfaction as their husbands mourned the loss of their neighbourhood refuge where they’d retreated in hashish and song from the troubles of life. Kivelli’s eyes smarted from the smoke, and she held a handkerchief to her nostrils as she skirted the square, trying to avoid notice. Who knew what they’d throw in next in their frenzy? She had seen how quickly fire could spread, from building to building, from soul to soul. As she rushed towards Kyria Effie’s for her debut, she hoped that singing would rid her of her agitation and fill her purse with coins.


    When she arrived, however, things did not look promising. Her audience was made up entirely of Kyria Effie’s girls, who had nothing better to do for the same reasons the bars and tavernas in the neighbourhood were empty. Even if they offered, she wouldn’t accept any money from them. The fact that they were sitting around waiting to be entertained instead of entertaining in their rooms meant that their debt was rising threefold in Kyria Effie’s ledger. Nonetheless, their spirits were good, and they were impatient for the festivities to begin.


    “Thank God you’re here, little sister. We were dying of boredom,” whined Narella before collapsing dramatically in an armchair and playing dead.


    “We were about to start practising French tricks on each other,” explained Sophia the Cappadocian, “and Effie was going to charge us for that too.” She was wearing her belly dancing outfit, complete with bells around her waist and ankles, and zils on her fingers, which she clapped as she spoke whenever she wanted to make a point.


    Kyria Effie was nowhere in sight. Narella said that she’d gone out “to trawl the streets” for customers, but the next moment she walked through the door looking murderous. Using the same finger she might have drawn across her throat, she summoned Kivelli, who reluctantly left the giddy harem to hear what its keeper had to say. “I can’t pay you anything tonight, so if you want, you can go home,” she said, blunt as always.


    Since there were no men, there would be no money, but the girls were eager for a night of song and dance to make up for the lull that had fallen over their lives. They might have all packed a bag full of charms and travelled to another neighbourhood where tavernas were full of men with bulging pockets and bordellos had lineups outside. But even if such a place existed somewhere close by, it was too late to go there tonight. Kivelli didn’t think it was fair to deprive them, and the truth was that she too had been looking forward to the evening since no other option had presented itself, not from the Smyrniot, not from anyone else.


    “I’ll tell you what, Kyria Effie.” The madam leaned in closer, her dark eyes less sad than leery, on guard against being taken advantage of because that’s what she did to everyone else. One could still blame her for that, despite her history. “I’m going to stay and sing for the girls anyway, and you don’t have to pay me a drachma.” This brightened her up a bit, but there was still wariness in her voice.


    “You’ll sing for free, then? For your pleasure?”


    “For mine and that of the girls. But should a man come through the door, you’ll give me ten percent of whatever he pays to go upstairs. Otherwise I won’t come back next week, once the rumour has spread.”


    Kyria Effie began to calculate, using the fingers on both hands and whispering to herself. “Ten percent is too much. That’s what the girls get for spreading their legs. I’ll be ruined.” She played with her locket as if to draw attention to it, but Kivelli had already heard that story and it wasn’t going to change her stance. On the other side of the curtain someone was shaking a tambourine to the beat of a tsifteteli, Sophia’s zils rang out and hands clapped. The girls were amusing themselves quite well without her, and suddenly Kivelli longed to be part of it, to have some fun for the sake of it, though she did not make the mistake of letting on to Kyria Effie, who was counting again.


    “I’ll give you five percent tonight, and we’ll see what happens next week,” she offered in the wheedling voice of a swindler. Kivelli crossed her arms and shook her head the way she’d seen grandmothers do in the butcher’s market when they were being offered inferior meat. “What else were you going to do tonight, Miss?”


    “Who knows? I might have found something had I not accepted your invitation. And you did promise to pay me.” If she could have, Kyria Effie would have denied it, but in the end she capitulated. Ten percent of nothing was nothing, which she could live with for the time being.


    There was applause when Kivelli stepped back into the parlour, but whether it was for the show or her handling of the madam she did not know. She began with “Lowdown Doll” and “Last Night in the Dark,” borrowing the tambourine and keeping her own rhythm. When she got to the Marianthi’s song, the girls quickly picked up the chorus and sang along enthusiastically: “I am the girl, that goodtime girl, who all the manghes crave …” Narella stoked up a narghile, donating a piece of hashish she had stashed in her purse. “Manos forgot it in my room,” she explained, “and he’s already crazy enough.” The other girls laughed, harder still after they began to pass the mouthpiece amongst themselves, wiping off different shades of rouge and saliva as if it were a gold communion spoon. Some coughed like consumptives; others swallowed the cool smoke like water.


    They soon began calling out requests: “I’m Not for You,” “You Can’t Fool Me,” and “That’s Enough Talk.” When they went to the tavernas they listened to whatever their men wanted to hear, but tonight they had free reign. The songs they loved most were invariably about manghes who had done their women wrong. Some were full of triumph and disdain, telling the philanderer or cheapskate to get out of town and go to hell. Others dripped of heartache and regret, lamenting years wasted and hairs turned white over the wrong man. They took turns singing with Kivelli, and she let them take over, no matter how sour or sweet their voices. With enough heartache anyone could turn pain into joy. Even Kyria Effie looked like she was having a fine time. She might not have made any money, but she wasn’t paying anything for this little celebration either. From an armchair in the corner she snapped her fingers and looked upon her girls with indulgence, beaming with pride as if she had brought up each and every one of them herself. She hadn’t taken any of the hashish, but emptied her decanter of peach brandy directly into her mouth as the night progressed.


    A few men eventually walked through the door — passersby who had heard the music from the street. The first to enter the parlour was a sailor with ruddy cheeks, slicked blond hair and shaggy eyebrows. He proclaimed that he’d died and gone to heaven when he saw the harem of dancing and singing beauties who received him like a pasha, cheering and smothering him with kisses. He chose Sophia, and the former belly dancer swayed her hips and played her zils all the way up the stairs. Narella joked that she probably kept them on in bed, accompanying the rhythm of his thrusts, though no one heard anything once the door was closed and the music resumed.


    The second man was scrawny and cross-eyed, and thought he might enjoy the music for free. Kyria Effie threw him out by the scruff and threatened him with the glass decanter. If he were a regular, she might have let him stay, but even in these lean times there was no call for encouraging skinflints and impotents. He returned a little later with a few coins jangling in the pocket of his too-short pants — not enough for a girl of his own, but enough for a peep through the hole in Sophia’s wall. When he came back downstairs, his face was pink and his eyes bright. He stayed for the rest of the night, improvising on a small wooden flute between verses and shakes of the tambourine.


    By four in the morning, five men had come and gone, swearing they’d be back the next week with friends and instruments in tow. The girls thanked Kivelli and kissed her cheeks, and even Kyria Effie did not look too resentful when she handed over ten percent of the night’s earnings. It wasn’t much, but it would pay for a few lunches until something else came up. As Kivelli was leaving, the madam offered her the broom closet for the night — Despo, she said, had disappeared with the manghes and all of the dresses she hadn’t yet paid for. Kivelli politely declined. Whether the streets were safer or more dangerous at that hour with all the manghes gone was to be seen. She was willing to take her chances so she could rest in the peace and privacy of her room and try to figure out what else she might do to survive.
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    Kivelli was lying on the threshold of sleep and wakefulness, where the outside world lurked and impinged on her dreams, changing their direction, their destination. This was a state she could remain in forever, safe in her cabin and removed from the commotion on deck, letting the winds guide the ship she was floating on to whatever port they chose. Perhaps this was what it felt like to be dead — almost present but not implicated. She pulled the covers over her head to hide from the strains of the Viennese waltz and the fawning voices of lovers that seeped in from under the door. A shrinking ray of sunlight crawled across the stone floor, trying to escape. It was getting late, but she was not too concerned about time. Someone was bound to come looking for her if she lost track, shout her name from the laneway or throw pebbles that landed on her floor like stars sapped of wishes.


    Margarita had been instructed never to disturb her or let anyone up, no matter how forceful, desperate or charming he was. Papa wasn’t coming, and there was no one in Piraeus she loved enough to permit such an intrusion. The widow had thus far proven to be a better guard than Cerberus, and nastier. So Kivelli paid no mind to the plod of footsteps in the corridor, the female voices outside her door. Mother and daughter, she assumed, up to something she wasn’t interested in. How she envied the manghes their caves by the water. No matter how hard she begged, she’d never been invited. Not a place for women, they explained, though she imagined it would be the perfect place for a woman to retreat from the world, to curl up and sleep, only waking when an approaching ship threatened her solitude. Kivelli buried her head under the pillow to preserve the distance between her dark and warm cabin and the light and noise that encroached upon it from all sides.


    A fist banged on the door, the sound muffled by the pillow feathers but unmistakable. Margarita had once woken her with slaps across the face because she said Kivelli’s screams had roused the whole block. She thought someone was killing her. Kivelli raged even louder, yelling that she had no right to enter the room even if some crazy mangha high on cocaine was gutting her like a fish. “And if the house is on fire, douse me with oil and let me burn!” Margarita hadn’t been back since. For a moment it struck Kivelli that she might have died in her sleep, on the ship, underwater, and this disrespect, this invasion, was just the lot of the dead. Next they would be inside, plundering her things.


    But wakefulness was quickly vanquishing sleep, yanking off its silken veil. There was a conversation going on outside the door. Margarita was pretending to whisper, though her voice was shrill and strident. This was her favourite tactic to wake Kivelli for no reason other than aggression. Her landlady still hated her, maligning her to neighbours to garner pity for what a God-fearing widow had to endure under her own roof. She even washed the coins Kivelli gave her in vinegar, though she never refused them. “Singers and prostitutes are the same shit, mistresses of the devil,” she was telling whomever was in the hallway. There was no reply to these allegations, so Kivelli decided Margarita was addressing her, expressing what she didn’t dare say to her face. Then she heard a beleaguered sigh, followed by the strangled squeak of the door’s hinges.


    “Get out,” she yelled from underneath the pillow, which smothered the authority of the command. But it was too late. Kivelli rolled over onto her back, pushed her hair out of her eyes and saw she was no longer alone. Though she didn’t immediately recognize the intruder in the dimness of the room, her white and red dress looked familiar. “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked, more startled than angry.


    A stab of pain hid behind Marianthi’s smile, and her reply was stilted, apologetic. “You said you’d come — you gave me your word — but you didn’t. So I came instead.” She sat at the small table by the window. Margarita was still in the hallway, talking either to herself or Aspasia, though it was just an excuse for eavesdropping.


    “I told her no visitors. This isn’t a bordello or a taverna. I’ll put her things on the street at the end of the week!”


    “I’m so sorry,” Marianthi croaked. “I had no idea.” She began drumming her fingernails on the tabletop, then moved a clay water jug and a bowl of pebbles as if she were arranging vases of flowers.


    Kivelli reached for the nightdress that lay crumpled at the foot of her bed. It was a faded, olive-green cotton sack that she’d brought from Kyria Effie’s. She’d learned to sleep naked because it was the closest thing to sleeping in the silk Papa imported from the Orient. Though her mind had gradually given up every luxury she’d once taken for granted, her body retaliated against the cheap fabrics of hand-me-downs with rashes and scabs. Kivelli tried to picture the Smyrniot’s wife stripped of her flowered frock, as exposed as she felt with her sitting in the room. Marianthi blushed and crossed her arms over her ample breasts.


    “Next time you break in, wear something quieter. Your dress is giving me a headache.” Kivelli quickly pulled on the muted nightdress, then got out of bed and walked barefoot towards the table. She poured herself a glass of water, dipped in two fingers and pressed them to her eyelids. “And when I give my word, it’s as good as gold. But I gave you a kiss, which around here means nothing much.”


    Marianthi looked ready to explode. Her lips were moving as if she were struggling to find the words to say whatever it was that she needed to say. Or maybe she was singing silently again, though Kivelli couldn’t make out the song. She leaned over her to unlatch the shutters, to let in some light that might offset the brightness of her dress and the drabness of the room. Marianthi took a few short breaths, as if her nose were running, and looked nervously out the open window, tugging on the small gold cross she wore around her neck. “Your landlady said that you usually got up around this time. She didn’t want to let me in, but I can be quite convincing when I really want …”


    “You bribed her,” Kivelli said with a smirk.


    Marianthi smoothed her hair. “I gave her my hat,” she replied sheepishly. “But I don’t regret the price,” she quickly added, and gave Kivelli a wilted smile.


    “What are you going to do if it rains?”


    “It never rains at this time of year, and if it does I’ll accept it as my punishment for barging in on you like this. But I was dying to see you, to hear how it went.” She dropped her gaze to her shiny black shoes to hide her emotion, but the fluctuations in her voice betrayed her. “I counted every minute for six whole days, waiting for you to knock on my door.”


    Kivelli studied her uninvited guest. A swath of late afternoon light illuminated Marianthi’s neck and the down on her trembling chin. Had she worn the same dress as the first time they’d met out of fear she wouldn’t be recognized without it? It was a smart thing to do. So much had happened to Kivelli in the last week that the Smyrniot’s wife had been cast aside with all the other incidental details. But here she was again, insisting, determined. It was much harder to forget someone who’d confronted you twice. It took at least three times the effort.


    “What are you after, Marianthi? I didn’t understand when I came to your house, and I understand even less now.” Kivelli flicked a pebble out the window and someone cursed from below. She then moved the jug and bowl to their original places and began tidying the room, which suddenly seemed too small, messy and ugly for anyone to live in. It was as if she were seeing it for the first time, and she hated it. Kivelli turned away from her, but the other woman’s breathing was too loud and agitated to ignore. She could almost feel the irregular beat of Marianthi’s heart in her own chest. “I think you should just go. I have a lot of things to do …”


    Marianthi stood up but did not take a step towards the door. She clutched the back of the chair as if at any moment she might use it to ward off a lion. “I already told you, Kivelli, I want your voice.”


    “My voice,” she echoed in a tone so icy that Marianthi shivered inside her white and red dress as if winter had caught her by surprise. “What does that mean, you want my voice? It’s not some piece of furniture you can buy for a song, then put in your house as if it belonged there.” Marianthi flattened herself against the wall next to the sombre Virgin Mary, another inconvenient woman who refused to budge. The juxtaposition of their two frozen faces infuriated Kivelli.


    “You want to hear me sing? Tell your husband to play you that song I recorded. Or better yet, let him bring you to Kyria Effie’s some night.” If she was shocking enough, perhaps the nice married lady would run home and leave her in peace. “But since you risked life and limb crossing the bridge in those ridiculous shoes, I’ll give you one for free, as a favour.” She began to sing, loud and out of tune, a vulgar song that manghes sang when they came to Kyria Effie’s. “If I were the hem of your skirt, I’d stoop to see the hole of your cunt.”


    Marianthi’s face turned red, and she pressed her hands over her ears. “Stop,” she yelled. “You’ve misunderstood me entirely. Just give me a chance to explain.”


    Kivelli perched on the edge of her bed as if it were a bench at Smyrna Station and she was waiting for the four o’clock train to Aidin. Her hands folded in her lap, she looked in the direction it would be coming from, willing it to come faster, to see the black locomotive with its funnel cloud of smoke approaching, getting closer and bigger until it stopped before her and the porter helped her climb aboard. Turning her attention to the stranger across from her who was not properly attired for travel, she feigned polite interest. “Explain then,” she said calmly. “But quickly. I don’t have all day. I’m off to Thessaloniki this afternoon.” This hadn’t been her plan, but now that she’d pronounced it, it sounded like the truth.


    “Do you have anything to drink?” Marianthi asked, her words thick and slow.


    From under the bed Kivelli retrieved a dusty half-filled bottle Sakis had brought weeks before. Sediment that looked like flakes of skin floated through the murky yellow liquid. “There’s some wine, but there’s nothing to eat. I wasn’t expecting company, you understand.” She uncorked the bottle and sniffed the contents, her nostrils wincing at the sharp smell. “Or there’s water. Maybe you should just have some water.” She pointed at the clay jug. “I can’t be responsible for what might happen to you otherwise. They’d say I poisoned you on purpose.”


    “I’ll take the wine,” Marianthi replied, reaching for the bottle and pouring a few fingers of liquid into the glass Kivelli had already used. “To our health,” she toasted, then gulped down a mouthful that stripped away a layer of her tongue before burning its way down her throat. She coughed hard and pressed her hand to her chest until she caught her breath. “There is so much I want to tell you,” she began, her voice sultry and low. “So many things, I’m not sure where to start.”


    Kivelli flopped back onto her bed and closed her eyes, letting Marianthi’s words come alive in her mind as if she were listening to a fairy tale or reading a book. When was the last time she’d lost herself in a novel? So long ago she might have forgotten how. In its place was this peculiar woman sitting in her room, full of stories that she wanted, needed to tell. If they were good stories, maybe she’d invite her back. There was no question of returning to her house in Castella with all its relics and mirrors.


    Marianthi perked up immediately, like a schoolgirl recounting her debut at the opera to her best friend. All timidity left her and she became a woman full of confidence, bold and bright as her dress. Kivelli wondered again how she’d ended up with the Smyrniot. Perhaps his music had seduced her; it was a mistake many gullible girls made. While she spoke, Marianthi’s hands moved through the air, drawing the spaces and shapes invoked by her words.


    “Two weeks ago, on Saturday night, I went to the Attikon Theatre with an acquaintance …” Her hands created a steeple over her head, and Kivelli thought she might begin to belly dance, but instead she sat down and crossed her legs, turning her foot in little circles. “… Elpiniki, the wife of Panayotis’s toumbeleki player.” Her voice dripped with disdain as she pronounced the other woman’s name. “A dull little thing and quite annoying.” She poured herself some more of the pungent wine, and this time it did not make her cough but brought a glow to her cheeks. “How I love the theatre,” she continued. “I can get so lost in the story that I believe its world is more real than mine. But this was an idiocy about a farm girl in love with a goatherd from the next village.” She crossed her arms in frustration and made a sour face. “Elpiniki, of course, was thoroughly amused.”


    For a moment, in the darkness behind Kivelli’s eyelids, other scenes from the Attikon stage arose — romance born out of the ashes, a birth that killed the mother. Her ears rang with the heartrending soliloquies that had kept her awake all night in the loge that was her first home in Piraeus: the raspy lament of a shrunken grandmother who’d watched her whole family die and called out a litany of names with a question mark at the end; a peasant woman’s droning recitation of everything she’d owned before her trip to Piraeus — ox, rug beater, wedding ring. She opened her eyes and focused on Marianthi, who flashed a smile as if she believed she’d finally won over her audience of one. The truth was that it was safer for Kivelli to look at her.


    “So instead of taking a taxi straight home, I proposed that we take a stroll down by the water. It was a warm and lovely night, and I was still craving a little drama.” Was Marianthi fearless or naive? It had to be the latter to confuse drama with the dangers down on the docks on Saturday night. The few times Kivelli had gone there, she’d been with Sakis, and even then she felt ill at ease. She wasn’t certain whether the Smyrniot’s wife actually had the nerve for such a caper, but it was just a story. What did it matter if it were true as long as it was amusing?


    “‘Let’s pretend we’re in a play,’ I said to Elpiniki, ‘and see how it turns out!’” Marianthi clapped her hands as if she’d suggested a clever parlour game. Elpiniki, however, was not so keen to parade past the manghes and sailors who congregated in the shadows of ships to gamble, deal, fight and generally encourage each other’s worst behaviour. But with sweet talk, flattery and a dash of coercion, Marianthi managed to convince her reluctant companion that such a small risk was hardly a risk at all, and that it would be fun to pretend to be someone else, another type of woman not afraid of men or the dark. “‘Don’t you know that they’re terrified of us?’ I said. ‘Why do you think they need to play it so tough?’”


    Kivelli kept to herself that the men were trying to scare each other, like dogs with their hackles up, their tails stiff in the air, and that women were just what they fed on when they were hungry. She didn’t want to break the rhythm of the story and whatever surprises lay at the end of it — she certainly hadn’t expected what she’d heard so far. Was Marianthi more than a sheltered little housewife playing it up? Even though she lived in that prim little museum, she was married to the Smyrniot who, in a way, was also a member of the pack because of his trade. But she was behaving as if she’d never come across a mangha except in the newspaper and had decided to fall in love. A twinge of offence sparked in Kivelli’s chest, but she rubbed it away with the heel of her palm as if it were a cramp from eating sardines and black bread in the Attikon Theatre, too fast, out of desperation.


    Infused with the thrill of the telling, Marianthi twittered away the rest of the story — the catcalls and propositions that she responded to “like a real manghissa” while Elpiniki blubbered that they should walk faster or run, take off their shoes and run. “You can always tell which ones grew up in the village,” she laughed — frothily, unnaturally, as if she were in a gay comedy.


    “Then something interrupted my pleasure with myself and drowned out Elpiniki’s whining.” She paused and joined her hands before her face. “A voice floated out onto the streets and silenced the manghes’ dirt-talking, every coughing motor and the screeching of alley cats in heat. It was the sound …,” she closed her eyes and cocked her ear as if she were trying to hear something in the distance, “… that an angel makes when lying in the arms of the devil.” A shiver ran through her body, and when she looked at Kivelli again, her eyes shone palely. “I could not resist such unearthly cries. I left Elpiniki out on the street and stepped into Barba Yannis’s …”


    Kivelli’s heart skipped and her eyebrows arched. Married women did not come to the taverna, not even in the company of their husbands let alone by themselves, unless they were looking to make a scene. “And what was I singing?” she asked with a skepticism Marianthi couldn’t have missed.


    “Oh, I don’t remember.” She waved her hand to dismiss such an irrelevant question. “‘The cops have broken our narghiles, and my woman is sly as a cat and just as mean, so I’m drowning my sorrows in hashish.’ You know, one of those songs the manghes like so much because they’re stoned.”


    For the first time since Marianthi entered her room, Kivelli’s smile was genuine. She knew a hundred versions of that song by now, and had almost forgotten that there was anything else to sing about. Marianthi returned the smile, drew courage from it.


    “In any case, it wasn’t the song that pulled me in, but the voice that transformed it into a spell.” Her eyes glistened with tears as she tried to describe the experience. “I felt a sensation in my body: warm, uplifting, powerful.” Marianthi finished off her wine, then rested her head in her hands for so long that Kivelli thought she might have fainted from the emotion, held like breath and finally released.


    Kivelli felt a rush of warmth in her chest, and any previous feelings of apprehension or offence dissipated. But she wasn’t sure what to say to the woman quivering in the corner of her room. It was as difficult for her to understand how her voice affected those who heard it, as it was to explain what it felt like to sing. The flush on Marianthi’s face, the vulnerability in her worshipful eyes, suggested that what she had shared was as private and tender as a declaration of love. It seemed inappropriate to fill the silence that followed with words that might be convenient but empty. Kivelli walked over and placed her hand on the other woman’s nape. “Thank you,” she whispered, and Marianthi looked up and smiled through her tears, then told the rest of her curious story.


    Once inside the taverna, she gravitated towards the tables in the corner where the working girls sat waiting for their men. “After they determined that I wasn’t someone’s vengeful wife, they made room for me at their table and began to squawk like parrots, offering me advice. ‘You’ll never catch a mangha dressed like a spinster,’ said a blonde with a painted mole on her lip who claimed she was a dressmaker.”


    It was surely Kiki, though her past as a seamstress was news to Kivelli. Then again, everyone had been something else before landing in Piraeus. Even Marianthi.


    “I might have been insulted, but they were so nice to me and I was only half-listening. Your voice was entering me through every orifice, through the pores of my skin, and especially here …” Marianthi put Kivelli’s hand on her belly, and the singer finally understood why the Smyrniot’s wife was in her room.


    When the set was over, Marianthi regained her senses and, all at once, it became imperative for her to escape Barba Yannis’s, a matter of life and death. Kivelli wondered when that instinct had left her completely.


    “I was almost out the door when an old mangha grabbed my arm. ‘Where are you flying off to, my butterfly?’ he croaked.” “That’s probably old Themis,” Kivelli offered. “Always the same line. Harmless really, except for maybe a pinch.”


    “I ran as if my shoes were on fire,” she admitted, looking slightly embarrassed. “The old guy ran after me, but couldn’t keep up.” She put her hand on her heart as if it were still pounding. “I lost him, I outran him.” Kivelli burst out laughing and Marianthi laughed too, each one setting the other off until they were both spent.


    “You should go now,” Kivelli said after she’d finally caught her breath. “Make your way home before it gets dark and old Themis comes looking for you.” At the door, she gave her directions back to the bridge.


    “But when will we meet again? I’m not finished, I’ve barely even begun …” She looked so worried that Kivelli took her hand, which was soft and plush, with short polished nails.


    “Let’s not give everything away all at once, my friend. I’ll come by tomorrow, I promise. But on one condition.”


    Marianthi blinked rapidly and brought her other hand to her throat. “Anything, just ask for it and it’s yours.”


    “I’m not interested in talking about what happened in Smyrna, in raising ghosts by the light of day. Talking does not change anything or bring back the dead. Do I have your word?”


    “It’s not Smyrna I want to talk about.” She wound the gold chain with its tiny cross around her finger until Kivelli was afraid she might choke. “It’s the Smyrniot.”


    Marianthi tiptoed down the stairs and out the front door as if she were one of Kivelli’s lovers, then scuttled up the street like a tiny pretty crab fleeing a flock of hungry seagulls.
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    In her Piraeus afterlife, Kivelli’s self-imposed task was to rid herself of every lingering trace of Smyrna: who she’d been, what she’d had and what she’d seen in the city’s terrible final days. Whenever a memory arose, she imagined wrapping it in butcher paper, tying it up with string and tossing it into the street to be run over by a tram or ripped apart and devoured by a starving cat. It seemed to be working. She’d forgotten the sing-songy enticements of the vegetable hawker who pushed his cart down her street every morning. His call was always the same, and as familiar to her as the voice of their housemaid Vasso summoning her to breakfast. But now, even when she tried, she could not remember his words. They were in a language she no longer spoke, entirely dependent on the wind of the streets, the midnight and morning customs, the way laundry was hung and the general attitude towards sunshine, rain and love.


    She’d also forgotten the smell of Smyrna’s roses, brought in from the countryside and sold by the basketful on street corners for a few coins. They saturated the whole city with a perfume as potent as the clouds of hashish smoke at Barba Yannis’s. At the taverna, fancy-pants manghes had occasionally tossed roses at her feet, but the smell was so different it might have been another flower altogether. Now those rose-filled breezes no longer existed inside her, and she probably would not recognize the scent if it swept into the neighbourhood on a meltemi. This in no way absolved the roses of Piraeus, which smelled like soap.


    When Kivelli called on Marianthi the next afternoon, she brought her white lilies, a tray of baklava from the bakery in the square and a white lace doily made by Aspasia. The Smyrniot’s wife looked both pleased and genuinely surprised that Kivelli had kept her word, yet she still seemed as nervous as the first time they’d met. As they walked down the marble-tiled hallway, she told her guest that the Smyrniot wasn’t home, as if he was still the reason Kivelli had come. They passed through the dining room and into the kitchen, where Marianthi latched the swinging door. “So we won’t be interrupted,” she whispered, out of habit. She then busied herself with putting the lilies in a crystal vase, the baklava on a platter, and brewing coffee in a shiny copper briki. In contrast to the cramped luxury of the rest of the house, the kitchen was simple, almost bare, with a plain wooden table and matching, high-backed chairs. Marianthi looked at ease, even though her blue, empire-waisted silk dress seemed a little fancy for the occasion. Kivelli told her so and Marianthi smiled.


    “My father used to build and sell chairs and tables just like these in Aivali,” she explained. “He was a practical man and never paid any mind to comfort — made people lazy, he said.” She picked up a piece of baklava and bit into it, then licked the honey off her fingers. “Not that there was any time to sit around and eat sweets back then. There were too many of us, and I had to help my mother clean, prepare meals and scold the younger children. I could hardly keep track of when it was time to put down the winter rugs or begin sewing costumes for Carnival.” She laid out a few photographs on the table like gypsy cards from which her fortune could be read. Kivelli picked each one up and studied it, then returned it to its original place.


    The first was of Marianthi as a girl standing in a fishing boat, surrounded by her brothers and sisters. Another showed her in her wedding dress, looking not as happy as she should have been but pretty nonetheless. In the last one she was stretched out on a deck chair on the ship that had brought her to Piraeus. Kivelli placed the wedding picture before her, and Marianthi immediately launched into the story of how she’d met her famous husband.


    “It was June, and he’d come to play at a festival of the Holy Spirit in my village. On stage he looked tall and handsome as a prince. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, and I prayed he’d notice me. When he finally did, I decided to marry him.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Music always makes me so stupid.” The bravest act she’d ever committed, other than stepping into Barba Yannis’s, was eloping with the Smyrniot, even though her father had already agreed to the marriage. She thought climbing down a ladder in the middle of the night would make the whole thing seem more desperately romantic.


    “Back then he was as happy playing in the village square as at a grand ball. He was the best of the best and even played for King Constantine when he visited. At the end of the night the king rose from his seat to shake Panayotis’s hand.” The radiance in her eyes suggested she was still impressed by this, proud of him and for herself. Kivelli remembered the King’s last visit — the cheering crowds lining the streets, the girls dressed in white waving Greek flags as his black limousine rolled down the Quai. But she made no comment, afraid it would lead her directly to Smyrna, where she would once again be trapped by fire. Coming back to Marianthi’s house had been difficult enough.


    Many things had changed for the Smyrniot in Piraeus, and not necessarily for the better, despite what it looked like from the outside. “Something happened to his spirit. It was as if he’d lost something he knew he’d never find again. His freedom, or maybe Smyrna …” Kivelli’s face tensed and Marianthi apologized then quickly changed the subject. “Panayotis has too many responsibilities now. He spends his mornings recording, his afternoons at the offices of Columbia, and all night at the Bella Vista.”


    Kivelli had never been to the club in Athens where the Smyrniot’s orchestra played. Not only was it too far from Drapetsona and too expensive, but from what she was told it was the kind of place that liked to pretend nothing had changed, which was more painful to her than admitting she had. Marianthi was still talking, listing off the Smyrniot’s tribulations as if they were her own.


    “And there are people after him all the time, wanting this, wanting that, trying to convince him they know something. One mangha even threatened to cut out his tongue if he didn’t record some awful song.” Kivelli nodded but felt no pity. She knew those men, and there were worst problems in life. It was no excuse for the Smyrniot’s rudeness.


    Marianthi picked up a second piece of baklava, then put it back down on the platter. She looked at Kivelli and blinked hard a few times, as if trying to decide whether the woman sitting across her was real or an invention of her overactive imagination. She reached for Kivelli’s hand and pressed it with an urgency that said she had no intention of letting go.


    “I have a confession, and don’t ask me why, but I knew I could trust you the moment I heard you sing.”


    Kivelli’s mind went back to old Themis and to the prostitutes who had befriended her at the taverna, who had given her advice on how to catch a man. Perhaps something more had happened that night; some of the more scabrous manghes had a charm that would turn the head of a saint. Since one of the satisfactions of a clandestine affair was sharing the details with a trusted confidante, Kivelli assumed she was about to be invited into the forbidden folds. Marianthi swore her to secrecy, and though she capitulated, the oath left a bitter taste in her mouth, as if she were instantly unworthy of it.


    Marianthi spat it out quickly, like a bite of food that was too hot.


    “I wrote that song you sang. The words, I mean — I write all of the Smyrniot’s songs. It wasn’t like that before we came here, but that’s our arrangement now.” She grinned like a cat who’d swallowed a goldfinch.


    Not sure whether to believe her, Kivelli said nothing. An afternoon tussle with a handsome mangha was one thing, but if what she claimed was true, the Smyrniot’s wife had made a cuckold of every man in Athens and Piraeus. Prepared for her disbelief, Marianthi removed a folded stack of pale pink paper from a kitchen drawer, then smoothed the creases before placing the sheets before her guest. The handwriting was small, feminine and neat. Some of the sheets had lines crossed out, while others were pristine, as if the words had fallen from the heavens and onto the paper in the order they now appeared. There were dozens of songs, a few that Kivelli recognized as the Smyrniot’s recent hits, others that seemed oddly familiar, but whose melody escaped her. When she came across “The Goodtime Girl,” she began to sing it and Marianthi jumped out of her seat and danced around the plain wooden table, twirling Aspasia’s lace doily like a victory flag for the king.


    Marianthi’s foray into Barba Yannis’s now made more sense. Her “arrangement” granted her an unusual power over her husband, which was why he could do nothing but shrug off her little adventure. He’d even acted as her procurer, bringing Kivelli into their lives because he had no choice. “I’d been longing for the perfect voice,” she said shyly and blushed, “so I sent him after you.” Marianthi wrote every single one of his songs: the ones about jail, the ones about drugs, and the ones that belonged in a woman’s mouth — in Kivelli’s. It was so unlikely, no one would suspect it; but if it got out, the Smyrniot would be ruined.


    “How can you bear it?” Kivelli asked, still riffling through the songs.


    “You won’t tell anyone,” Marianthi said anxiously, grabbing the sheets of pink paper and turning them face down onto the table.


    “I’ll take it to my grave,” she assured, kissing her fingers and placing them over her heart. “But if I sang from behind a dark curtain while someone else stood on stage, shaking her hips and moving her lips, I’d want to kill her every time the men applauded.” Marianthi folded the papers in half again and rested her hands upon them. “It has its benefits,” she replied in an overly cheerful tone. “I can imagine whatever I want, say whatever I feel, even though I’m a woman, and everyone listens. You sing all night long and get the applause, but you’re singing what men think and see, even when the song is about a woman’s life. And no one cares who wrote the words anyway; it’s always about the music and the singer.”


    This was all true, but as practical as she was trying to sound, there was a tinge of resentment in her voice. After the songs were tucked back in the drawer amidst wooden spoons and knives, she tied a faded pink apron over her fancy dress and began to clear the table. “If the manghes knew how the Smyrniot really felt about them, they’d like him a lot less. He avoids tavernas because the smell of hashish gives him a headache, and he says he’d rather hear the sound of a cat being strangled than hang around lowlifes who expect favours.” She gave a short, mirthless laugh, as if the irony of the situation was striking her for the first time.


    “What about you?” Kivelli asked gently. “What’s your desire?” Marianthi sighed deeply, her features burdened with indecision.


    “I have no real desires. The songs are just a game, a more interesting pastime than gossip or needlepoint. My house is already full of needlepoint.” She swept her hand towards framed canvases of mountain vistas, poppies and strolling ladies with parasols. “How much more do I need?”


    Kivelli wasn’t convinced, but didn’t push further. Sharing her secret was a gesture of friendship, a pact, and though she did not fully understand it, she felt privileged to be let in. She would neither question nor betray Marianthi. The flowers, the pastries and the lace doily she’d brought were formalities. Loyalty and respect were the only gifts worth anything, and the only ones Kivelli could offer her in return.
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    The following Saturday, Kivelli set out to visit Barba Yannis in jail, a loaf of fresh bread and the liquorice candies he liked so much tucked in her bag. But the surly guard at the front gate would not let her in to see her old boss, even when she tried to pass herself off as his sister. “He’s already had his share of sisters,” the guard informed her in a sarcastic tone, scratching his beard and ogling her in her sailor’s dress. Barba Yannis had been popular enough with the ladies, so it was more than likely one or two had stopped by with condolences. He might have even had a few legitimate sisters for all Kivelli knew; the men at the taverna seldom spoke of their families. Since nothing was going to be gained by arguing with the guard, she left the food and a note with him, though she doubted Barba Yannis would get either. For a moment she felt sorry for the happy taverna keeper who, as far as she knew, had never harmed anyone. But life went on, despite other people’s troubles.


    Kivelli’s second night of singing at Kyria Effie’s was much like the first. A few more men stopped in, but they weren’t big spenders so the tips were meagre. What they lacked in funds, however, they made up for in enthusiasm. The neighbourhood had remained quiet and a little sad since the grand exodus of the manghes, and it did everyone good to shake off their sorrows. She sang her heart out for herself and the girls and the old goats who had yet to go upstairs or had already returned — some very quickly, Narella noted — as calm and satisfied as if they’d eaten a favourite meal cooked by their mama.


    Halfway through a song she’d sung a hundred times before, the last person she ever expected to see at Kyria Effie’s walked into the parlour. Kivelli couldn’t have been more shocked had Spiros risen from the grave to accompany her on his hawked bouzouki. If she hadn’t known the words so well, she would have no doubt choked on them. Before her stood Marianthi, wearing a corseted dress made of pink satin with black bows attached to the cleavage, sleeves and hips as if a flock of black butterflies had mistaken her for a flower. She looked like an extra in an operetta, and distinctly out of place in the rundown house. As Kivelli’s mouth produced the lyrics by rote, she wondered how the Smyrniot’s wife had gotten there. She couldn’t have walked, since even standing in those pink satin slippers seemed to be a challenge, and Marianthi leaned against the doorframe as if it were a lamppost. A taxi probably let her off in the square, but how had she found Kyria Effie’s without incriminating herself? Kivelli hadn’t given her directions, nor seen her in the days that followed their last visit. The Smyrniot’s wife might have been drawn into Barba Yannis’s by chance, but this little excursion involved some investigation and preparation. Surely that carnival costume wasn’t already hanging in her wardrobe.


    Marianthi smiled bashfully and waved, and Kivelli nodded in acknowledgement, trying to concentrate on the song. Without a full orchestra it was easier to hear mistakes, and the girls knew all the lyrics so well that she’d never hear the end of it if she skipped a line or jumped ahead. All of Kivelli’s questions would be answered when she took a break, since Marianthi did most things in her life in order to tell stories about them later. If this hadn’t been the case, she might have been happy as the Smyrniot’s little wife. A few of the girls seemed to recognize her from her one visit to the taverna and fussed over her like a long lost friend.


    From her armchair, Kyria Effie assessed the possibilities.


    Narella beckoned Marianthi to sit with her and offered her a glass of wine. They toasted Kivelli, then huddled into each other and fell into a deep and private conversation. Who knows how long it would have gone on had a man not tapped Narella on the shoulder and led her upstairs. Left on her own, Marianthi sat primly on the edge of the divan, her ankles crossed, her back straight, applauding with her fingertips and taking ladylike sips of wine. After a few songs, however, she joined the other girls in shouting out requests, and when she did, Kivelli granted her wish. A great jubilance erupted amongst the girls when they heard the first lines of “The Goodtime Girl,” which made Marianthi clap her hands and laugh out loud, especially when Sophia the Cappadocian began to dance. A few girls joined in on the chorus, but for all her beaming and clapping, Marianthi stayed in her seat and mouthed the lyrics without making a sound. It was one thing to write about a goodtime girl and dress the part, quite another to behave like one inside a brothel. Nonetheless, she seemed content and jumped to her feet to applaud when the song was done, then ran over to hug Kivelli.


    “How did you find me?” Kivelli whispered in her ear.


    “I have my ways,” she replied coyly, then stepped back. “Do you like my new dress?” She posed and turned like a girl before a shop mirror.


    “Very pretty,” Kyria Effie answered, looking Marianthi over and running her fingers over the pink fabric. “The young lady is a friend of yours, Kivelli?”


    “I invited her to hear me sing,” she lied, feeling suddenly protective. With her eyes she told the madam to forget it.


    Undeterred, Kyria Effie directed her next question to Marianthi. “Might you be interested in saying hello to that gentleman in the corner, Miss — what did you say your name was?” Her voice was syrupy, cunning.


    “Carmen,” Kivelli answered quickly. There was no need for Kyria Effie to know Marianthi’s name. She would make sure they never crossed paths again.


    “Miss Carmen, then. You have an admirer who thinks you are very, very sweet.” Both women looked over at the “gentleman,” who was very, very old and was wearing a brown suit that was both ugly and too big for him. When he smiled, they saw his front teeth were missing. Kivelli laughed, but Marianthi blushed, shook her head and turned away from his eager gaze. “Just thought I’d ask,” Kyria Effie said, as if it did not matter to her one way or another. She then signalled his second choice, Sophia, who he followed upstairs.


    “You should be flattered,” Kivelli teased. “The belly dancer is the most popular girl around here these days. Something about what she can do with her hips.”


    “He wasn’t my type,” Marianthi replied in all seriousness. “If he’d been young and handsome — a real mangha …” She closed her eyes and sighed, her breath laced with a hint of melancholy.


    Only then did it occur to Kivelli that Marianthi had probably never had a lover other than her husband. She was a woman full of passions that the Smyrniot, no doubt, was unable to satisfy other than putting her words to music. Even that he did begrudgingly, pretending not to get any satisfaction out of it himself, and never letting her enjoy their collaboration fully. She’d come to Kyria Effie’s behind his back to feel some excitement and appreciation; he might as well have dropped her off himself. Still, Kivelli was not convinced she was ready to leave her imaginary world of romance and intrigue for the squalid one on the second floor.


    “Would you really go upstairs with a handsome mangha? Take off your pink dress and corset while he watched and played with himself over the wash basin?” She ran her finger up the smooth satin bodice, flicked the black velvet bow between her breasts.


    Marianthi lowered her eyes. “No, I guess not. But I wish I had the nerve. With me it’s always better in my head.” She looked sad, like she’d given up something special and disappointed her friend at the same time. Kivelli put an arm around her.


    “Don’t worry. It’s like that for most of the girls here. If they didn’t imagine they were having a good time, they’d fall into the blackest hole. Since they don’t have a choice, they pretend.” They left the parlour and went outside where the air was as fresh as if it had just rained, though the ground was dry and there was not a cloud in the sky. “How were you planning on getting home, Marianthi?”


    “By taxi?” She looked in both directions, but the streets were silent and deserted. A black cat walking by hissed at them before scampering into an alley.


    Kivelli shook her head and clicked her tongue. “You won’t find one at this hour, my dear, not these days. I’d walk you to the bridge, but if I don’t stay until the last man is gone, I won’t get paid.”


    “Are you crazy?” Marianthi replied in a gay tone that belied the gravity of the matter. “Who can walk in these shoes?” She held on to Kivelli’s arm for support and took off the satin slippers, shrinking by half a head, then adjusted her corset as if it too were pinching her. “Couldn’t Kyria Effie rent me one of her rooms? I’d pay her as if that old man was in there with me.” She now sounded perfectly sincere. The madam would certainly jump at the offer, but it seemed indecent to leave Marianthi there, even for a night.


    “That old fafouti in the brown baggy trousers might just find you,” Kivelli said to dissuade her. “And won’t the Smyrniot miss you?”


    Marianthi let out a bored breath. “I doubt it. He hasn’t even peeked into my bedroom in six months. And if he did tonight, I’d find some excuse. What could he do to me that I couldn’t do back to him?”


    If he were a mangha, he could kill her, but luckily he wasn’t. Better she stay away from manghes and Piraeus men altogether. “It’s settled then. You’ll stay with me tonight.” Kivelli felt a little tremor in her chest as the words left her lips. In the distance, someone set off a skyrocket. Or perhaps it was a flare from a sinking ship.


    Marianthi’s face brightened immediately. “Are you sure? I don’t want to impose. And what about Margarita?”


    “Margarita sleeps like a mule. She’ll never know as long as we’re very quiet.” It was the same thing she told male visitors; she didn’t suppose a woman would be any more of a problem to sneak in and out of the house. Her bigger fear was that Marianthi would talk all night, telling endless stories, trying to pry some out of Kivelli while she was tired and vulnerable. Who knew what she might reveal in her sleep? The men came and went, but Marianthi would still be there in the morning. Perhaps it would be easier to send her to Margarita’s and stay over at Kyria Effie’s herself, though she couldn’t really afford to have any accounts opened up again. She would just have to take her chances with the Smyrniot’s wife. Kivelli was keeping her secret, and Marianthi would have to return the favour. “But you have to promise me one thing.”


    “Anything, Kivelli, anything you want.”


    “If you hear strange things in the middle of the night, you will share them with no one. Not even with me. I don’t want to know. Do you understand?”


    Marianthi looked perplexed, but nodded.


    “If I scream or talk in my sleep, don’t wake me and don’t tell me what I said in the morning. If you do, we’ll never speak again.”


    “I’ll cover my ears and bite my tongue,” she replied, her hand over her heart. Kivelli looked at her long and hard, and when Marianthi didn’t flinch or avert her eyes, she considered the matter closed and they went inside again.


    Narella was back in the parlour and Marianthi joined her on the divan. They were both from villages on the outskirts of Smyrna, so when their whispering and giggling resumed, Kivelli imagined they were trading the reminiscences and opinions in which she refused to indulge. Or Narella might have been telling Marianthi dirty little stories about what had transpired upstairs, and about her affair with Crazy Manos. That girl couldn’t keep anything to herself; she revealed her intimacies to anyone who would listen. Marianthi, always hungry for details, hung onto her every word. What a perfect pair they made. Had Narella not been a prostitute, she certainly could have been Marianthi’s little sister.


    When both women looked up at Kivelli at the same time, however, she understood that they were trading what they knew of her, trying to expand each other’s horizons. Narella might tell Marianthi they’d been shipmates on the journey from Smyrna to Piraeus, and neighbours in the Attikon Theatre afterwards, though Kivelli had no memory of this and refused to discuss either place. Marianthi would surely relate how she’d stumbled into Barba Yannis’s, or some other story she’d created in her head and was now trying on for size. Like the dress. Like Kivelli’s life. It didn’t matter as long as she knew where to stop.


    When Narella was tapped for another trip upstairs, she gave Marianthi a peck on the cheek, then blew a kiss before making a final, dramatic exit. The room was now empty except for the two women and Kyria Effie, who had fallen asleep in her armchair, the empty decanter of peach liqueur resting on her knees. Groggy and docile, she did not argue about the night’s tally and paid Kivelli what she asked, then drifted off again, snoring as steadily as the motor of a small fishing boat.

  


  
    THE PRE-DAWN SKY WAS CLEAR and a few forlorn birds called tentatively for their mates across the empty square. Marianthi stumbled along in her precipitous shoes, holding onto Kivelli’s hand like a frightened child, saying nothing. Once inside, she found her voice again, and had to be shushed more than once as her volume rose with the pace of her story. “I took a taxi to the square and dropped in on an old friend, Kyra Xanthi, the fortune-teller — do you know her?” Kivelli shrugged. “Well she knows you, and she knows Kyria Effie too — says they were girls together.” Marianthi sat on the edge of the bed and unbuckled her shoes, then kicked them off. “She told me where the house was — walked me there herself.”


    “So the fortune-teller’s an old prostitute?”


    “No, she used to be a nun, up north, in the mountains.”


    “The nun and the prostitute — I guess there have been more unlikely matches.”


    Marianthi reclined on the bed, trying to make herself comfortable in her shiny pink dress. If she slept in it, she would surely suffocate by morning. Kivelli draped her olive nightdress over her like a blanket. “Put this on,” she said.


    Marianthi fingered the coarse fabric and brought it to her face. “Smells nice. Like you.” Sitting up again, she undid the little hooks along the sides of the dress, then expertly unbuttoned the pearls down the back with a hairpin. Kivelli turned away to afford her some privacy and heard the dress slither to the floor and Marianthi step out of it. “You can look now,” she called.


    The large nightdress fit her like a sheath; her breasts seemed capable splitting its seams. Marianthi watched as Kivelli pulled off her red dress and draped it over the chair. She then quickly slid between the sheets in her underclothes and moved to the edge of the mattress, turning onto her side. Aspasia’s bed was not made for two, unless one was lying atop the other. Marianthi pressed up behind her, and Kivelli could feel the warmth of her friend’s body through the thin cotton, her damp breath on the back of her neck. A watery strand of moonlight washed over their bodies, which might have been romantic under different circumstances.


    “This is just like when I was a girl in Aivali,” Marianthi whispered, “and I shared a bed with my sister.” She slipped her arm over Kivelli’s waist, wedged her knees in like a puzzle piece. “We always tried to imagine what it would be like to sleep with a man.”


    Kivelli’s heart pounded against her ribcage as she tried to gird herself against the other woman’s familiarity. “You know, Marianthi, I’ve never slept with a man. They’ve been in my bed, but if I let one stay the night it would be because I was in love.” Marianthi said nothing to this moon-drenched revelation, not out of disbelief but because she had already fallen asleep. Her breath was soft and even, and she released a contented sigh when she exhaled. Kivelli envied her comfort, her ability to surrender. She too was tired but restless, and the arm around her felt heavy and confining as iron chains. Desperate as she was to move, to change position, she didn’t want to wake Marianthi. There was no point in both of them being deprived of sleep. The room was getting brighter in increments, and Kivelli could hear voices from the laneway as the neighbourhood began its day. Downstairs, Margarita had woken up on the wrong side of the bed and was already berating Aspasia, calling her lazy and worthless. A ship pulling into port announced its arrival with three long blasts of its horn. None of this made an impression on Marianthi, though her grip around Kivelli’s waist loosened.


    If Kivelli slept at all, it was only long enough for a fragment of a bad dream to wake her again. Luckily she had nowhere to be, not in the afternoon, not in the evening. After Marianthi went home, she would sleep straight through to the next day. This thought comforted her enough to drop off again until Marianthi kissed her cheek good morning. Despite the insomnia her presence had caused, in the brief interval of sleep Kivelli had managed to forget her guest and was momentarily as startled as the first time she’d appeared in the room in her flowery frock. Marianthi smiled like an indulgent lover, her pretty face marred by black smudges around her eyes and a deep crease across her cheek from the pillow they had shared. Otherwise she seemed fresh as a morning blossom with dew on its petals.


    “You don’t have to get up,” Marianthi whispered, the tang of last night’s wine on her breath. “But I should get home before Panayotis begins celebrating my disappearance.”


    Kivelli groaned and drew the covers over her head.


    “Can I borrow one of your dresses, my dear? I can’t very well walk around in the pink thing in the middle of the day. The shoes will be bad enough.”


    “Whatever you want,” Kivelli mumbled. “Whatever fits.”


    Marianthi kissed her cheek through the sheet and got out of bed, humming a tune that was too light and lively for early morning. Kivelli spied on her as she held one dress after another over her body.


    “I had so much fun last night, I may come again next Saturday,” she announced as she peeled off the nightdress and shimmied into the red dress Kivelli had worn at Kyria Effie’s, worrying its seams. It was not quite a day dress with its wide neckline and the oversized rose at the hip, but it would call less attention to her than pink satin in the fish market. Marianthi unlatched the shutters and stood by the window, posing with her hands on her hips. “Do you think anyone in the square will mistake me for you?” She sounded hopeful. Kivelli squinted through the sunlight. The dress was not only too tight but too long; it made her look like a legless statue pulled out of the sea.


    “I doubt it. But you’re welcome to it.” If she hadn’t been so sleepy, so agitated, she might have humoured Marianthi a little, though she also felt the need to guard against her aspirations. She watched her friend put herself together in the mirror: ordering her hair, wiping away the smudged makeup with a handkerchief dipped in the clay water jug. She helped herself to rouge and powder without asking, and for some reason this small liberty bothered Kivelli. She then began to hum again, the same cheery tune.


    “Is that one of the Smyrniot’s?”


    “And mine,” Marianthi replied, still preening in the mirror. “Why don’t you come over for dinner this evening, after he’s at work, and I’ll show it to you.”


    “Not tonight.” Kivelli pulled on the nightdress over her underclothes and was enveloped in the other woman’s flowery smell.


    “Come tomorrow, then,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed to put on her too-high shoes. “You’ll love it as if it were written for you. It probably was, since I’d already imagined you before I found you.” Kivelli reached out and lightly touched her back. “Sing a little of it for me now, to give me a taste of it, something to look forward to.” Marianthi’s body tensed under her fingertips.


    “Oh, I wouldn’t do it justice. And I really must be going.” She took Kivelli’s hand and kissed it. “I’ll give it to you tomorrow. I’ll give you back your dress too. Leanna will launder it, and it will be good as new.” She stood up and opened the door.


    “Don’t bother, my friend,” Kivelli called after her. “It was never new.”


    On her way down the stairs, Marianthi was confronted by Margarita, but Kivelli was certain she would come up with an appropriate excuse for her presence. If worse came to worse, she’d give the old Harpy some money. Aspasia scratched at the door a while later, eager to provide the details of the exchange, but Kivelli wasn’t interested in being visited by anyone but sleep. Before she drifted off, she noticed that Marianthi had left her pink dress behind. It was propped up on the chair — a headless, limbless woman sitting vigil and waiting for her to tell all. “Goodnight, Marianthi,” she said to it and closed her eyes, spreading herself out as much as she could in her narrow, empty bed.
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    For her nineteenth birthday, Papa took Kivelli to the Theatre of Smyrna, where an Italian company was premiering Pagliacci: “the tragic tale of a troupe of vengeful clowns,” according to the advertisements posted all over the city. For weeks she had pestered Papa to reserve tickets, and she was beside herself with anticipation though, in truth, she did not like clowns, nor did she care that much for opera. Kivelli preferred the love songs of Smyrna’s celebrated musicians, their merry accordions, mandolins and sweet voices serenading the dark-eyed flirts who cracked men’s hearts into a million pieces with one saucy glance. It was the drama of going to the famous theatre, where the city’s high society mingled, that had her spinning. What she would wear preoccupied her most, since she’d heard that what went on in the audience was watched more ardently than whatever was transpiring on stage. It was imperative that she be well prepared for her debut as bewitching ingenue, a role she hoped to repeat often.


    With a little bit of cooing and cajoling, Papa was adequately convinced of her need for a new outfit for this momentous occasion. This fawning was purely a ritual that he enjoyed and encouraged. All she had to do was ask sweetly and give him a peck on the cheek. His daughter was the greatest treasure in his house, and nothing that made her happy was ever spared.


    Kivelli toured the boutiques on rue Franque with Smaro, a young village woman with a golden touch who could look at a gown and reproduce it as if by magic. At Paradis des Dames she found exactly what she was looking for. Papa sent a bolt of his finest burgundy velvet to Smaro’s house, and within a week she created a dress as fine as the one in the exclusive shop: its bodice was fitted, and the jet beads sewn around the neckline, hem and pointed edges of the long sleeves sparkled slightly but dangerously when Kivelli moved through the room. The finishing touch was a matching velvet headband, worn just above her brows, which made her look like she’d stepped out of the latest issue of La Mode. She admired herself in the gilt-framed mirror in her bedroom, and after a final pat of powder, blew a kiss at her reflection.


    Papa beamed with pride as she walked into the salon, and tears filled his eyes. “When did you become this splendid young woman, the spitting image of your mother?” he wondered out loud. Moved by his emotion, Kivelli sat next to him and took his manicured hand in hers, sighing deeply for the mother she hardly remembered. Worried he’d upset her, he tickled her under the chin as if she were a little girl. “I have a surprise,” he announced, then called for the photographer who’d been waiting in the foyer. A nervous young man shuffled in with his camera and captured the moment, their emotions making both Kivelli and her father look vulnerable. After the young man left, Papa said he hoped the photograph would always remind her, wherever she might be, that he cherished her above all other people and things in his life. His face was very serious, too serious for a birthday celebration, Kivelli scolded, and with her gloved fingertip stanched a tear before it ruined her powder.


    A hired car was idling outside, a black Bugatti convertible with a uniformed driver at the wheel. The interior was apple red, and Kivelli reclined luxuriously in the back seat, holding hands with Papa. But halfway to the theatre she yelped in distress. In the excitement of the photograph, of the departure, she’d forgotten the most crucial accessory for her evening at the opera. A neighbour had offered to lend her a pair of opera glasses if she stopped by on her way out to show off her new outfit. How would she be able to see who was watching her now? This was certainly a tragedy, a blight on what otherwise promised to be a perfect evening. She almost cursed, but bit her tongue just in time. Papa patted her gloved hand and smiled consolingly, then extracted a small, golden pouch from his jacket pocket and dropped it on her velvet lap. Kivelli took a moment to admire the contrast between the golden silk and the deep burgundy of her dress before dipping two fingers between the pouch’s drawstrings.


    It contained a pair of sterling silver opera glasses with her name engraved on the side. She immediately lifted them to her eyes and peered into passing windows, doorways and shops. Everything intimate and hidden was all at once at her discretion, hers to do with as she wished. Kivelli was fascinated by the details and secrets revealed by the glasses, and the notebook she once used to copy the trimmings of foreign women’s dresses became the repository for all she spied, all the things that attracted and repulsed her. There was no greater plan yet for these notes; they would simply be a map of the realm she inhabited, a place both real and imaginary in which she was queen.


    The performance on stage was not as interesting as the view of the audience the new opera glasses provided, though Kivelli was occasionally touched by the plaintive voice of the lovelorn hunchback whose heart was breaking. What impressed her most was the grandness of the theatre, modelled after l’Opéra in Paris, and the beauty of the patrons in their costumes and jewels. The atmosphere was festive, her fellow theatregoers chattering enthusiastically, exchanging glances more gripping and revealing than anything the Italian actors could muster. Those who sat quietly, their attention focused on the stage, were most suspect and out of place. They were either uncomfortable foreigners who had not yet acclimatized to the spirit of Smyrna, or illicit lovers who had schemed to sit next to each other in the dark theatre, the possibility of being caught adding to the thrill of their liaison. Kivelli trained her opera glasses on a dandy rubbing elbows with an icy blond woman, who closed her eyes and took a deep breath, the suggestion of a smile creasing her stiff upper lip. So preoccupied was she with the affairs of the audience that she’d lost the thread of the story unfolding on stage. Two of the clowns were now dead and the hunchback was declaring, “la commedia e finita.” Following Papa’s lead, Kivelli stood up and applauded with gusto and felt completely satisfied.


    Arm in arm, they walked along the Quai to the Sporting Club, where her father was a senior member. On the rooftop terrace the sea breeze washed away the dreaminess of the theatre, and the moonlight opened up a pathway on the water — an ephemeral road flanked by the silhouettes of ghostly ships that led to invisible worlds all in motion while Kivelli sat there, enjoying the view. Smyrna, she declared, was one of the most beautiful places on earth — at least as beautiful as Paris — and she was one of the luckiest girls in the world because the city had created her to adorn and enjoy it in a way that could never be fully understood by an outsider. They were inseparable — one could not exist without the other. No matter where she went, she knew she would always return. As these thoughts swirled around her moonlit head, Papa asked if she’d enjoyed her evening. “Magnifique,” she crooned, then gazed at the people still strolling the Quai on this enchanted night, the few whose eyes she met looking up at her with both envy and admiration.
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    Every Wednesday, Marianthi visited Kyra Xanthi, the neighbourhood fortune-teller. She claimed it was “just for fun,” though she seemed to take the old woman’s advice very seriously, wearing yellow for one whole week to avert a stretch of stormy weather in the household, and putting out milk for stray cats to encourage fertility, though it hadn’t helped in either case. She also insisted that it was because of Kyra Xanthi that she had found Kivelli, not the first time at Barba Yannis, but at Margarita’s house.


    “When I crossed the bridge into Drapetsona, I was accosted by a group of ruffians, so I ran up a side street. An old woman who looked like the widow of hope was sweeping her steps. She was small and wrinkled as a marionette, unlucky as a black cat, and she scowled at me as if I were a trespasser who should turn around and leave or suffer wicked and painful consequences.”


    “Perhaps you should have worn a dress less gay and left the hat with the feathers and pompoms at home. Then you might still have it.” Margarita had tried to sell it to Kivelli, but it had ended up on Pandelis the hat seller’s cart.


    “But I’d left the house so quickly,” Marianthi replied with some lingering regret, “without thinking.”


    Undeterred, she walked past the old woman and tried to look like she knew where she was going, all the while counting her footsteps and taking mental notes of street names and shop fronts. As she crossed the square, she hoped that somehow she would be able to find Kivelli without having to ask anyone. Maybe she would bump into her, or hear her voice through an open window. She didn’t dare go to the taverna again where some acquaintance of her husband’s might see her and report back to him. Then she’d have to explain her sneaking around, asking questions he insisted were none of her business.


    “That’s when Kyra Xanthi came out and saved me, invited me in for a coffee and a chat. ‘Come in sweetness,’ she said, ‘I won’t eat you. I’ve already had lunch. But some big bad wolf might decide you’re tasty if you keep wandering around with that lost sheep look on your face. People are hungry around here, you know.’ And then she told me how to find you, and I did.”


    “Because of her cousin the cobbler, not through her amazing powers,” Kivelli reminded Marianthi, but she waved off her doubt. “You don’t find it even a little impressive that Xanthi was the person who invited me in?”


    “You’re free to believe whatever suits you. And I’ll do the same.”


    On this particular Wednesday, Kivelli had reluctantly agreed to go along, despite her mistrust of such nonsense. How could the reading of coffee grounds or the random flipping of playing cards indicate anything meaningful about her life, her future? Even the lines on her palms could not to be trusted, for they were more likely a result of the number of dishes she’d washed at Kyria Effie’s than a map of her destiny. None of the grannies or gypsies in Smyrna with their cards laid out on the ground could have ever predicted she would end up in Piraeus. Some things were beyond imagination. And even if Kivelli believed the future could be read, she wasn’t sure she would want to hear the story. She preferred to approach each day as if it were her last; in this she found some solace.


    The women turned down a street Kivelli had never been on before, identical to all the others that ran off the square. An old woman wearing a bright red kerchief with a black diamond pattern and a sack dress covered in large flowers waved at them. “Are you looking for me?” she called out and motioned them over. Marianthi waved back and pulled Kivelli towards her. “You’ve brought your friend today, I see, good, good.” The old woman’s smile was so open and friendly that Kivelli could not help but return it. “Come in and we’ll drink some coffee, then you’ll tell me some stories, and I’ll tell you some, and we’ll see if they match.” She drew the beaded curtain that hung at the threshold, stepped in after the two women and closed the door.


    Kyra Xanthi busied herself brewing coffee, her back to her guests. Everything she’d ever owned seemed to be crammed into the one, dark room that smelled like a church. There was a sunken divan pushed against the wall, a heavy wooden table with two mismatched chairs, a washbasin turned upside down on the floor and a china cabinet with its glass doors missing. On its shelves were stacks of plates, hundreds of wooden spools stripped of their thread, religious icons with candles burning before them and dozens of old shoes in all colours, shapes and sizes, piled one pair upon the other. The walls of the room were covered with pictures: old women and young women posed in fancy dress, men in uniforms, children in sailor suits and costumes for Carnival parades. There was a yellowing picture of Prime Minister Venizelos when he was still young, torn out of a newspaper and placed in a glassless frame, and so many others that Kivelli could have spent days studying them.


    “Watch that your eyes don’t fall out, Miss Kivelli.” Kyra Xanthi pulled the two chairs away from the table. “Sit down now, my girls, and I’ll tell you everything you need to know.” Kivelli’s chair had a big crack in its seat, and she worried it would snag her dress, tear it off if she tried to flee. She sat at the edge and stared at the beaded curtain, the wooden door behind it. Her breath was short and her nerves were rubbing against each other like the hind legs of crickets. Could the old woman hear their song? Kivelli swallowed hard and brought her hands over her ears to muffle the ringing, to suffocate it. It was perhaps the smallness of the room, overburdened with uncanny objects, combined with the strong odour of the brewing coffee and the persistent smell of frankincense coming from she was not sure where, that induced this sudden dizziness and languor. If she folded her arms on the table, put her head down, she might have fallen asleep. Instead, she forced herself to speak.


    “You live here by yourself, Kyra Xanthi?”


    “No, my loverboy is hiding under the bed.” She cackled and clapped her hands several times, and Kivelli half expected some dusty pirate with a patch over his eye to roll out from under the divan. This thought made her laugh, harder than she normally would have had she not felt so uneasy.


    “Plain, medium, or sweet?” Kyra Xanthi asked as she heaped sugar into the briki before either woman could reply.


    “However you’re having it,” Marianthi replied and shrugged.


    Xanthi carried over the coffee cups and sat on the divan, close to Marianthi’s chair. From her apron pocket, she pulled out a deck of old red cards with a faded Persian rug design on their backs. She placed them on the table before Marianthi, who picked them up immediately and began to shuffle.


    “Cut the cards, my girl, and we’ll see what the future holds for my favourite married lady.”


    Marianthi cut with her left hand, and Xanthi began to lay them out in three perfect piles. The washed-out cards revealed many things about Marianthi’s near future, some of them obvious, some incomprehensible, others hopeful but unlikely. Marianthi did not utter a word through the stream of conjectures, predictions, warnings, and nodded whether what Kyra Xanthi said made sense or not. Kivelli could tell by the intensity of her friend’s gaze that she believed every word offered in the cryptic monologue. The summation included calm waters, good harvest and health, and a strong recommendation for the colour blue.


    When it was Kivelli’s turn, she demurred. Kyra Xanthi was not pleased to have a doubter in her midst, but nor was she discouraged. “You may be the infamous Kivelli, but Pythia was my great, great grandmother,” she boasted and smiled, showing off her single gold tooth. She took Kivelli’s ice-cold hand and rubbed it between hers. “You let me tell your fortune, Miss, and if it comes true, tomorrow, next week, next year, you can come back and give me something for my trouble — a picture, a bit of thread, whatever you think.” Kivelli looked around and wondered what on earth the old seer might need besides a bigger room.


    “How could it hurt?” Marianthi piped in, seized by some vicarious thrill. Indeed, how could it hurt? But how could it help? Kivelli looked directly into Kyra Xanthi’s clear blue eyes for the first time since she’d arrived. They were bright and inquisitive as a child’s and already seemed to be looking deep inside her. “Kyra Xanthi, you tell me whatever you want about the future, but leave the past alone. And I’m not going to give you any hints. I’m just going to listen.”


    The fortune-teller brought Kivelli’s hand very close to her face, her thin, grey lashes tickling the younger woman’s palm when she blinked. Nothing out of the ordinary was predicted. Long life, sunny skies, success and prosperity through her innate talents. Kyra Xanthi patted her palm and closed her fingers over it like the lid of a jewel box. “And don’t wash dishes in cold water anymore,” she added and winked. “It will shrink your life line to nothing.” This made Kivelli laugh genuinely for the first time since she’d stepped through the beaded curtain.


    “Now there’s a piece of solid advice,” she said to Marianthi, who didn’t look amused. “From here on I’ll throw my dishes out the window after every meal, like a celebration.”


    Marianthi furrowed her brow, crossed her arms over her chest. She glowered at Kyra Xanthi as if the old woman were cheating her. “What about a man? Isn’t there a man hidden between any of those lines?” If she had not insisted on an addendum, perhaps he might have been reserved for some little widow who was looking for a new husband.


    Kyra Xanthi pushed a shallow breath through her nostrils, and without even uncurling Kivelli’s fingers pronounced: “Of course there’s a man, silly. Tall, dark and handsome. I saw him sleeping in the crease between the head line and the heart line, but then I got distracted by a seagull flying across the sunny sky, and when I turned around he was gone.”


    “Maybe the sound of all those dishes smashing against the road woke him up,” Kivelli offered, and Marianthi slapped her arm. Old Xanthi had to be given credit for not babbling on about wedding wreaths and white doves. If there was one thing Kivelli knew about her future, it was that she would not be marrying. Unfathomably, despite Papa’s best-laid plans, she’d become the kind of girl men hid from their mothers. And if some mangha proposed, she would decline. She’d heard a story about a singer from Thessaloniki who went blind out of despair when her new husband refused to let her sing, even though that was why he’d fallen in love with her in the first place. He became jealous, as if her singing for the pleasure of other men was a betrayal. Kivelli could not afford a love like that.


    Then there was Marianthi. Though she did not consider herself her husband’s servant, their marriage was hardly inspiring. Kivelli kept quiet about the songs her friend wrote, which were making the Smyrniot more and more popular. Their arrangement suited her, she maintained, and quickly changed the subject. But despite her loyalty to the Smyrniot, Marianthi still craved drama and romance.


    It was her nature. And since she couldn’t live it fully herself, she believed she should be allowed to live it through Kivelli.


    As the women prepared to leave, Marianthi placed two coins on the table, so shiny that they seemed to burn holes in the dark, battered surface. The fortune-teller gathered up her cards and slipped them into her apron pocket, but did not touch the coins. “I thank you for the company, ladies,” she said, and turned her own coffee cup onto its saucer, tapping its bottom. Kivelli’s hand had already parted the beaded curtain and was gripping the door latch. The late afternoon light momentarily blinded her, and she tripped over a stone on the path, grasping Marianthi’s arm to regain her balance. Kyra Xanthi followed them as far as the front stoop. “You come again, Miss Kivelli, anytime you want, and we’ll talk some more.” Before she had a chance to reply, the fortune-teller stepped back through her beaded curtain, into the repository of old shoes and wonders on the other side.
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    Arms linked, the women walked towards the square. Marianthi was light on her feet and humming, pleased with Kyra Xanthi’s predictions and convinced that their only task now was to wander the streets until they found this tall, handsome man who had been frightened off by Kivelli’s broken plates. “There’s hope for you yet, my little spinster,” Marianthi chirped. Several men greeted the singer along the way: the lottery hawker with his rack of false promises, the shoeshine man she suspected was Sakis’s father because of his hazel eyes, and an old cop named Hector who used to come to the taverna when he was off duty, returning confiscated hashish so the musicians would play for him.


    “Do you think he’s the one, or him, or that one?” Kivelli teased as they passed each man, but Marianthi was on a mission and pointed out that the first one was not tall enough, the second not dark enough, and the poor cop was so ugly that even Aspasia would not be able convince herself otherwise.


    All of a sudden Marianthi stopped in her tracks and began to spin slowly, gracefully, as if she were dancing to a private melody. When she stopped, her face was flushed, her eyes bright, and her gaze was fixed on a man sitting by himself at a café table, fiddling with the mouthpiece of a narghile and scribbling along the margins of a newspaper. “There he is, there’s your man,” she whispered, and squeezed Kivelli’s hand. “Don’t be silly,” Kivelli began, but was shushed, so she took a minute to study him. She had no illusions that he was her man, or that the old snaggle-toothed grandmother of the devil had conjured him out of her cold palm, which for some reason was sweating. But she had to admit that he was quite the specimen with his dark wavy hair, aquiline nose and admittedly long legs in fine grey trousers. He was absorbed in his thoughts and indifferent to the hubbub going on around him in the square — the hawker’s cries, the men’s debates, the yapping of dogs vying for crumbs under the tables. He seemed equally unaware that two women were standing a few metres away, staring at him as shamelessly as if he were a naked statue in a museum. Kivelli felt a cramp in the place her voice rested when she was not singing. She rubbed her belly and groaned quietly.


    “What?” asked Marianthi.


    “Nothing,” she replied, rubbing harder.


    “Quite a dandy, isn’t he?” Marianthi ran her fingertips over her lips and lightly kissed them. “And a good singer too. Writes his own songs and performs them in Athens. He knows my husband. So what do you think?” She waggled her fingers in a bashful wave, or perhaps to release the kiss, but the man did not notice.


    “I think you and the old witch are up to something.” She turned to walk out of the square, but Marianthi grabbed her arm and dragged her towards his table. Kivelli’s whole body quaked with fear, as if he were a fire encroaching upon her. Her skin braced in anticipation of the first lick.


    The man didn’t look up from his paper until they were standing right next to him, and even then it took him a few seconds, raising his head slowly, as if he’d just been woken from a deep sleep. At first he seemed confused, but a smile crept over his face as he recognized Marianthi. He took her hand and she blushed so vividly Kivelli could feel the heat radiating from her friend’s skin. With the measured words of the very stoned, he asked after the Smyrniot. But when Marianthi’s response emerged at the same gummy pace, Kivelli understood it was she who had changed speed, and that no detail, no matter how minute, would be missed or forgotten: the twitch at the left corner of Marianthi’s lips, the slight thrust of her breasts, the man’s lascivious grin and his fingers drumming on his thigh. This had happened to her once before, on the Quai, in a crowd, before the flames pushed her into the water; forgetting it was proving to be a monstrous task, as arduous as collecting a lifetime’s worth of details in a notebook she intended to destroy. Perhaps if she left the square right now, before any more of this slow time elapsed, she would be able to do away with the episode unfolding before her.


    After the briefest of introductions — she didn’t offer her hand — and before running off, Kivelli glanced down at the paper the man had been so absorbed in when they’d first come upon him. The margins were not filled with notes or words caught like dandelion parachutes in the wind, but with snakelike squiggles and small circles that closed in on themselves, eating their own tails. There was not a blank space left on the entire page. While chatting with Marianthi, he turned the paper over and continued to doodle, as if his actions were those of someone walking and talking in his sleep. “Not only dangerous, but crazy,” Kivelli mumbled, but neither Marianthi nor the man was paying attention.


    Her friend was now smiling and flirting openly, posing coquettishly as she spoke, as brazen as Narella inviting attention to herself at Kyria Effie’s. Perhaps she’d picked up a few pointers on the night she’d dropped by in her pink dress. Kivelli excused herself, citing some important business she’d just remembered. Marianthi looked both suspicious and amused, as if she knew what was going on inside her head; the man looked bemused, as if he had just noticed Kivelli standing there. She walked out of the square slowly, so as not to appear afraid. But on the inside she was running, running towards the sea, running for her life.


    When she got home, she locked her door and splashed water on her face to cool herself off. She then tore a piece of paper from her notebook and wrote his name on it — Diamantis Skarlatos — and the words mad and dangerous underneath. After folding it into a small, thick square, she held it over the flame of a candle stub until it caught. She dropped the lit paper into a cup and watched it burn orange-blue, then red, before disintegrating into black ash, which she tossed out the window.
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    The picnic was planned for a Monday, as everyone in Piraeus was far too tired on Sundays to do anything but sleep the day away or sit in the square late in the afternoon. Marianthi had come up with the idea a few days after their visit to Kyra Xanthi’s and their encounter with Diamantis, which neither woman mentioned, as if it had been a dream. It didn’t look like Barba Yannis’s taverna would be reopening anytime soon, and other than her Saturday nights at Kyria Effie’s, Kivelli frequented neighbourhood clubs and beer gardens. She was occasionally invited up to the bandstand for a song or two, which allowed her to pass a plate around afterwards. But, mostly, she was killing time, waiting for the next opportunity to root her out of the dark. In the meantime, she visited Marianthi and learned a few more of her songs. Together they plotted a future that no one could suspect, let alone predict. Except maybe the Smyrniot.


    Eager for distraction, Kivelli welcomed the chance to get out in the fresh air and have a few laughs when the countryside was not swarming with people. She invited some of the musicians from Barba Yannis’s — like her, most had nothing much to do for the time being — as well as a few girls from Kyria Effie’s. Marianthi invited the Smyrniot’s musicians from the Bella Vista, as well as their wives, who all declined when they found out some of Kyria Effie’s girls would be present. It was their loss — their husbands would probably have a better time without them; Marianthi certainly would without Elpiniki breathing down her neck. Kivelli was not sure what the Smyrniot’s company thought of the Piraeus gang, but the boys from Barba Yannis’s were excited about the meeting. They hoped it would open up some new opportunities, a road out of Piraeus and into a larger world where musicians made records and smoked hashish in gold-plated narghiles while being chauffeured around in limousines. They were going to bring their instruments, for what kind of party would it be without music, as well as wine and a little bit of Bursa Black. The women agreed to bring all the food, though a few of the Smyrniot’s men threw in some money for a lamb, already roasted so they wouldn’t have to waste their energy turning the spit when they could be having a good time.


    Marianthi made a cake heavy with walnuts and dripping in honey, whereas Kivelli’s contribution was a full-sized meat and fennel pie, bought from Ari’s grill house in the square where she often had lunch. Even if she’d been familiar with the private parts of chickens and fish, Margarita would have never let her use the kitchen. Kyria Effie’s girls, on the other hand, created elaborate dishes to prove they had more than one talent: stuffed zucchini flowers, baked rabbit in yogourt, delicate cheese pastries shaped like pincushions. They packed picnic baskets woven with flowers and arrived at the meeting place wearing colourful sundresses, wide hats and gloves, like genteel ladies strolling through idyllic landscapes in quiet, watery paintings.


    On a sunny and promising Monday morning, five cars rolled out of Piraeus along the coastal road towards Sounio. Marianthi rode with her husband and a few men from the Bella Vista. Kivelli was squeezed in with Narella, Sophia the Cappadocian and Mimis, the bouzouki player from Barba Yannis’s, who pronounced himself the luckiest man in the world. They chose a spot in an open field at the foot of the cliff with Poseidon’s temple perched at the top. It was only a few metres from the sea, though none of the men deigned to step out of their immaculate suits for a dip in the cool water.


    After the food was unloaded and spread out on a blanket on the grass, it became painfully apparent that their party was already suffering from a great divide. The Smyrniot, who always stood apart from any group, was acting as a magnet for the rest of his men. They surrounded him, forming a nervous-looking gang on one side of the blanket. The boys from Barba Yannis’s had also bunched up and were whispering, guffawing and occasionally glancing in the direction of the Smyrniot’s group, then whispering again. Marianthi and Kivelli stood between these two factions, arms linked in solidarity.


    “Nobody eats,” Marianthi announced, “unless he pays for it with a song.”


    Kivelli backed her up at once: “Whoever starts gets the most choice.”


    Normally this added encouragement would have been unnecessary. These were all men accustomed to playing, to being admired for their talents, and having their efforts rewarded with applause and other forms of love. But with the tension clouding this perfectly sunny day, extra inducement was needed. Narella stepped forward, linking her arm with Marianthi’s. “And I will dance for every man who steps forward,” she added, making eyes at one of the Smyrniot’s men. With Crazy Manos still in jail, she felt free to make new friends.


    Who knew whether it was hunger or ego that pushed the first man forward — perhaps it was both. Mimis smiled like a wolf at Narella and sent a few notes from his bouzouki into the open blue sky. In response, Narella tossed her hips and began to skip around the food-laden blanket as if it were the king’s bed. A baglama joined in, again from Kivelli’s side. As the notes called and answered each other, a third man, this time from the Smyrniot’s camp, stepped forward with his clarinet, snaking in and out of the flow the first two men were creating, occasionally overtaking them and pulling the music into new directions the remaining men found irresistible. Kosmas’s toumbeleki added rhythm, and those who were not playing began to clap, to call out praise. Mimis began to improvise a song about a man in love with a lying woman, and was soon joined by a wailing and melodic chorus of aman, aman from both sides.


    The first song led to a second and a third, each side seducing the other into uncharted territory. These were men who rarely crossed paths, let alone played together, and their musical duel was both cacophonous and sublime, especially in the rare moments of surrender. Had there been a hapless shepherd nearby, he might have sent his big white dog to chase them away for aggravating his sheep with their infernal noise. But for Kivelli, listening to those brand new notes filling the air for the first time, hearing both the possibilities and impossibilities was even more thrilling than being at a fancy club in the city where the sheer perfection of the music sometimes came close to breaking her heart. The combination of the Smyrniot’s professionally trained virtuosos and the rawness of the self-taught neighbourhood boys created something better than what either had separately. She wasn’t sure whether the men involved could hear it, or whether they were prepared to acknowledge it, but she sensed that this thing they were creating together was not going to go away. When she thought to glance over at Marianthi, she saw her friend was equally enthralled.


    After the music reluctantly came to an end, there was a moment of silence. Nobody moved, not towards the food, nor to their respective sides. Everyone listened to the echo of the final notes as they floated up towards the temple on the cliff, where they slithered between the white marble columns and finally disappeared. Surprisingly, it was the Smyrniot who broke the silence.


    “I think it’s only fair,” he began, “that Miss Kivelli and my wife, who brought us out here today, offer us a song.” He cast a smug glance at Marianthi, who turned redder than the tomato salad sitting in a white bowl at the centre of the blanket. She held her hands in front of her as if closing a door against an intruder.


    How the Smyrniot felt about this outing had never been made clear to Kivelli. He’d been informed of the picnic only after everyone else had agreed to come, so he was in no position to refuse. Now his challenge seemed like more than a lark; the Smyrniot was not a man for larks. Marianthi tried to seem lighthearted while protesting that she did not sing, not even in the bath let alone in public, but her objections were drowned out by the men’s clapping and whistling.


    “Don’t be so bashful, my little wife,” the Smyrniot coaxed. “We’re all friends here. Come now, have some fun.”


    But she looked terrified, ready to burst into tears, so Kivelli took her hand. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I’ll take care of you.” She then requested “I Don’t Want You,” one of Marianthi’s most lively and irreverent songs. It was sure to lighten the mood the Smyrniot had succeeded in darkening. Kivelli had never heard Marianthi sing any of her songs and, in truth, felt almost as curious as protective of her. When the music began, she squeezed her hand and sang the first lines,


    



    I’m living it up and getting drunk


    in taverns every day


    Knocking back wine to forget my troubles


    and chase your rotten love away


    



    Kivelli danced around the blanket, pulling Marianthi along, singing to this man and that, winking at the girls as she passed them. Narella and a few others joined in, singing with great gusto, joining the line around the blanket while the men clapped and played. Only Marianthi was not singing, though her lips mouthed every one of the words. The reason behind her reluctance to sing them out loud became clear when she joined in on the chorus.


    



    I don’t want you, you’re no good


    I don’t care how much you cry


    And if you can’t live without me


    The only choice is suicide


    



    Marianthi’s voice was small and weak and warbly. If Kivelli had not been standing right next to her, she never would have heard it. None of her strength or charm came through the thin, windy sound that escaped from her throat. Even her speaking voice was more melodic. Her head was bowed and tears were dripping off her chin. Kivelli sang twice as loud to cover up her friend’s shame and threw dirty looks at the Smyrniot, who was smiling and tapping his foot along to the song, taking credit for his wife’s work in front of the whole world.


    When the instruments were finally put down and the plates and forks picked up, a different type of silence descended upon the party. They all ate lustily, their appetites opened up by the fresh air and lunatic music. There were a few more spontaneous outbursts of song and dance during the afternoon, as well as some earnest attempts to recreate the music that had acted as an appetizer. But it proved impossible to sort out the various threads, let alone their braids and tangles. Every attempt yielded new sound combinations that overlaid the memory of what had been created only a few hours earlier. The men were clearly enjoying themselves now, slapping each other’s backs and trading war stories from the front lines of the clubs and tavernas. A few took side trips into the shrubs with Kyria Effie’s girls, whose spirits got higher and lighter with every glass of wine, every compliment and caress. Marianthi, on the other hand, looked inconsolable. She sat at the edge of the blanket, barely touching the food on her plate, avoiding eye contact and swatting away any merriment that came her way. When Kivelli suggested a walk to the foot of the cliff to pick spring flowers, her friend shook her head and made a sour face. Even the necklace of daisies she brought back and hung around Marianthi’s neck could not cheer her up.


    On the ride back to Piraeus, Marianthi and the Smyrniot did not speak. Kivelli tried to fill up their heavy silence, complimenting Marianthi’s cake and repeating several times how lucky they’d been with the weather, as it only started to drizzle after they’d finished packing up the cars to leave. She also spoke of the collaboration between the Smyrniot’s band and the boys from Barba Yannis’s. She hoped they could do it again sometime, maybe even record it to see what would happen. Neither replied with anything more than a grunt or a disinterested nod. Before getting out of the car, Kivelli kissed Marianthi on the cheeks and told her she would drop by her house tomorrow.


    “I’ll be busy tomorrow,” Marianthi replied too quickly. Kivelli shut the door and watched the couple roll away in a thick, unhappy silence. She understood Marianthi’s embarrassment: she was the type of woman who needed to do everything well — it was what made her house spotless, her cakes perfect and her songs so delightful. But what did it matter that Marianthi could not sing? Kivelli didn’t write songs, and it was this very difference that bonded them. It had to be painful, however, having all that poetry inside with no way to release it into the world. The voice in her head was beautiful, she’d said. It was Kivelli’s voice.


    The following Saturday Kivelli stopped by Marianthi’s house before their silence grew bigger than their friendship. Neither woman brought up the picnic, which was buried alongside their encounter with Diamantis. These things were in the past, and Marianthi had already stepped into the future. She’d written a new song called “Little Tramp.” The Smyrniot hadn’t seen it yet, so it was their secret for the time being. Kivelli improvised her own melody while Marianthi kept rhythm, drumming her fingers on the kitchen table — but she didn’t sing along, not a line, not a note. She didn’t even move her lips.


    That night Kivelli tried it out at Kyria Effie’s, and Narella pronounced it her new favourite song. Marianthi was delighted when she heard.
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    It was nearly noon, and Kivelli was still lying in bed, exhausted and reluctant to enter the day. Though she didn’t remember her dreams, there was no doubt they were having their way with her. Her arms were numb, her legs cramped as if she’d been tossed by seas brimming with corpses and battered by winds in an endless, futile journey. She pulled on her nightdress and sat for a moment with her bare feet on Aspasia’s handmade rug, then walked to the window to let in the light and the noise from the laneway below.


    Getting dressed was not the time-consuming task it had once been. There was no armoire full of fancy dresses, no vanity covered in ivory combs and perfume dispensers with long slender necks. Kivelli had only four outfits to choose from, as well as the linen jacket and black hat she’d rescued on the last night at Barba Yannis’s. But now that summer was here, what she really needed was a plain straw hat to which she might attach a cloth flower or a feather to make it look smart. She had not lost her vanity in the fire; it stared back at her, disgruntled, from the mirror every day.


    She put on the white cotton dress Aspasia had helped her sew. With its dropped waist and square neckline, it was simple but flattering. In truth, the girl had done most of the work, and if she could have, Kivelli would have given her a few coins for her efforts. She gave her a cake of lavender soap instead, which Aspasia deemed too pretty to use. The dress made Kivelli look carefree and fresh, despite the bags under her eyes. When Barba Yannis’s closed, she thought she might at least catch up on her sleep, but it was unwilling and she had given up the chase. She kept her old hours, staying up all night at Kyria Effie’s or at some club or in the company of a mangha in her room. Mostly she sat by her window until dawn, remembering things she’d seen, people she’d met, then tossing them out, one by one, like pebbles in a pond. With dampened hands she smoothed out the creases in the skirt, then fluffed her hair and powdered her face.


    Margarita and Aspasia were not downstairs. Kivelli assumed they were at the stoa bargaining for old carrots and lettuces as they did every Thursday, when the Monday crops had lost their firmness and the weekend bounty had yet to arrive. On her way out she noticed an envelope on a chair in the hallway, her name printed on the front in a hurried hand. It had no stamp or address, and there was dirt smudged across the back, as if it had been pushed under the front door. There was also a distinct slipper print over her name where Margarita had trod upon it, probably on purpose. Kivelli assumed it was a love note, already opened by her landlady looking for incriminating evidence or money, then devoured by the love-starved Aspasia. Both were left wanting. The envelope contained an invitation to the Bella Vista from the Smyrniot, though it read more like a ransom note, devoid as it was of “pleases” or “if you’d likes.”


    It was the first word Kivelli had heard from him since the recording. He’d avoided her at the picnic, had barely spoken to her on the ride home to Piraeus, and she hadn’t bumped into him at his house, which was a relief. Marianthi rarely mentioned him unless she was complaining, preferring to talk about herself or hear stories about Kivelli’s men, passing judgment on them, sight unseen, falling in love with the idea of some of them, rejecting others outright as cads and scoundrels. Her own fantasies involved a mangha who was a perfect gentleman, could sing sweetly and was looking for a wife. She would leave the Smyrniot in a second for such a specimen, she said. Kivelli had never come across such a combination, but promised to send him Marianthi’s way if she did.


    There was a time when Kivelli spent her days and nights imagining, cooking up plots and lives she could step in and out of like new shoes. But even then she’d always been irresistibly drawn to the world, to life with all its small risks and surprises. Now all her imaginary landscapes were littered with death and disillusionment. They weren’t places anyone would want to visit, let alone live. It was much better to go out onto the streets of Piraeus and find whatever small enchantments they offered. Pick an orange from a tree and give it to a boy who looked hungry and sad, see him smile then run off with his skinny dog.


    Who knew what the Smyrniot had in mind, but there hadn’t been a lot of opportunities to sing since Barba Yannis’s closed. Kivelli’s belly was beginning to feel heavy and uncomfortable, as if it were filled with shifting rocks. She would think about whether to comply with his demands over breakfast.


    On her way to the square she ran into Narella, who informed her that Kyria Effie had suddenly taken ill. “The doctor said it’s her heart, which surprises me because I didn’t think she had one,” she laughed, then asked the Virgin Mary for forgiveness. “You know, Kivelli, the Virgin Mary takes extra special care of whores. She feels sorry for us.” Catfights were breaking out in the house over who would take care of the ailing madam, because someone was going to inherit the house for being the best “daughter.” “I’m going to bring her a bottle of whisky. Let the others empty her bedpans and rub her stinking feet.” Narella figured the whisky would cure her or kill her — either outcome was fine with her. She and Crazy Manos were going to set up house any day now, but she still wanted her independence. Kivelli’s eyebrows arched slightly. “Don’t look at me like that, little sister. He’s going to inherit his father’s butcher shop some day, and since I’m the only woman who can stand him for more than a night or two, I plan to spend the rest of my life getting fat on fresh red meat.” Kivelli kissed her friend’s cheek, sent wishes for a swift recovery to Kyria Effie and tried not to wonder what she would be doing the following Saturday.


    The call of Pandelis the hat seller travelled across the square, and Kivelli followed his tremulous voice until she saw him and his overflowing cart. He wore a different hat every day, sometimes even a lady’s hat if business was slow. Today it was an old straw boater, which made him look happy-go-lucky in spite of his ragged clothes and crooked back from dragging the heavy cart all over town. The hats he sold belonged to people who had died, and his manner of procurement involved an arrangement he’d made with altar boys from the various churches in the vicinity. As soon as the priest was called to the house of the nearly departed, a message was sent to the hat seller, and by the day of the funeral whatever hats the person had owned were parading around on someone else’s head. After all, there wasn’t much to do with the hats after the owner was dead — he couldn’t be buried in them. Pandelis had some new hats too, woven quickly out of cheap straw that would not withstand a querulous breeze, let alone a drop of rain, without bending out of shape. He sold them anyway, cheaply and without guilt, though he wouldn’t let Kivelli buy one, no matter how prettily it sat upon her head. He dug under the pile and pulled out a deep violet hat made of velvet, with a folded brim and red silk flower attached to a thick band. He punched in its centre, blew off some dust and presented it to Kivelli. She shook her head. Hats and shoes that belonged to other people — that could not be washed, scrubbed or soaked — carried too much of their previous owner’s life. But Pandelis insisted and placed it on her head, handing her a small mirror that barely reflected her eyes and nose, let alone the whole of her behatted head. Holding the mirror at arm’s length, Kivelli momentarily recognized someone she hadn’t encountered for quite a while.


    “Where did this hat come from,” she asked, taking it off and laying it on top of the pile on the cart. The hawker grabbed it and turned it over, pointing to the label inside.


    “I can’t read, but it looks to me like it came from some very fancy hat maker. I don’t know much, but I know my hats. Take it, Miss Kivelli. It was made for you. What do you care who wore it before? She can’t wear it anymore.”


    The label said Moutafi’s in elaborate, embroidered script. Smyrna in smaller letters underneath. Heat rushed into her cheeks and blood pounded in her ears. The hawker was pushing the hat towards her, but she didn’t want to touch it again. She closed her eyes for a moment, steadied herself and found her voice. “Yes, Pandelis, it’s a very fine hat, but I am not going to take it. Even if I wanted it, I can’t afford it. But I will take the straw one …”


    “Then we have a problem, Miss Kivelli, because I can’t permit myself to sell such a fine lady such a cheap hat. If money is the issue, I am willing to let it go for as little as you have to offer me for the pleasure of seeing you walk through the square in it.” He gave her the satisfied smile of someone who knew he had won. Kivelli began rummaging through the other hats on the cart until it was clear that if she wanted a hat, the violet one from Moutafi’s would have to do. Perhaps today was not a hat day after all, though everyone knew that if you approached Pandelis’s cart you did not leave bareheaded. So she offered him so little for it that he would have to refuse. He could make five times the money from someone like Marianthi. But Pandelis happily accepted her coins and placed the hat on her head again, adjusting it like a master milliner who had found the perfect model for his creation. “Don’t worry who died for you to get that hat, Miss Kivelli. Death is just part of life. From nothing, to nothing, but we all need a hat in between.” And with that he tipped his straw boater and dragged his cart through the square, resuming his cry: “Hats for the hatless. One is enough, but a hundred is better. New hats, old hats, ladies and gentlemen’s hats for the hatless. Come try my hats, trying costs nothing, buying next to nothing.” Kivelli laughed. Where Pandelis was concerned, trying and buying were the same transaction.


    She sat at Rovertakis’s café, laid the hat on the table and stared at it, troubled by the bright red flower. It might be best just to throw it away, she thought, bury it somewhere, or trade it with some farm girl in the market. Maybe Aspasia knew how to weave hats too — she had made the rug and those embroidered pillows. That girl had delicate hands, despite the size of them. A small part of her was tickled by it, however, even though it was far too fancy for her white dress, and all her other clothes for that matter. The contrast would make everything ugly. If she didn’t toss it into the sea, she might indeed give it to Marianthi as a replacement for the one with the pompoms she’d lost to Margarita. Her friend coveted such foofaraw with a gusto Kivelli no longer had. Now even the thought of collecting depressed her.


    She put it on and took it off again when the waiter came to take her order. He smiled and bowed and brought back the best cup of coffee in all of Piraeus. Its sweet thickness soothed her nerves, and if Kyra Xanthi had been there, Kivelli might have asked her to read the grounds, though perhaps it was better not to know the future and decide what was best when the time came. Tonight she would go to the Bella Vista, ready for anything life might throw her. She’d wear a white blouse and blue skirt with a pair of red shoes that were slightly too big despite the rags stuffed in the toes. And the violet hat for protection. At least it was something she could hide under, though she refused to put it on again, despite the fierceness of the midday sun beating down on her head.


    “Ridiculous, simply ridiculous,” declared an old woman’s voice, and even though the statement wasn’t directed at Kivelli, she had to agree. Was she going to be afraid of her past forever? What was the past anyway? It was gone and would never return, like Smyrna, like Spiros, like Aspasia’s Baba. And there was nothing anyone could do about it but move on. The admonishing voice belonged to Kyra Xanthi, who was arguing with her cousin at his cobbler stand. Kivelli walked over to her, hat in hand.


    The grizzled Alekos blushed when he saw her, and Kyra Xanthi looked at him and laughed. “You see, Miss Kivelli, how you turn this old man into a five-year-old boy simply by appearing? If we could pour you into a bottle, we could sell you as an elixir of youth.” She was pleased to see the old fortune-teller, though the trouble their first meeting conjured came back to her in detail.


    “Too bad you didn’t walk through the square five minutes ago, Kyra Xanthi. I had an excellent cup of coffee and wished you would appear to read it. You’re a little late.”


    “You need to wish harder next time, my girl. And out loud maybe. Tell a bird to come get me. Put a ladybug in its mouth.”


    “That’s a beautiful hat, Miss Kivelli,” the cobbler ventured, blushing harder than a sunburn under his whiskers.


    “Thank you, Alekos. I just bought it from Pandelis.”


    “Yes, pretty, very pretty,” the fortune-teller added. “I have a pair of shoes that would be perfect with it. If they fit you, you can have them very cheap. And I’ll throw in a fortune for free, since your wish didn’t reach me on time.”


    “That’s very kind of you, but the hat is all the extravagance I can afford today. Pandelis almost gave it to me for nothing.”


    “You can have the shoes for nothing too,” the cobbler piped in, and before his cousin could protest: “I’ll bring a chicken for the pot tonight, Xanthi. Herakles owes me one, and the shoes were mine to begin with.” She cast a strange look at him that meant nothing to Kivelli, but that made the old cobbler blush even harder.


    “I miss hearing you sing so much, Miss Kivelli, and I’ve asked around to see if you were working in some other taverna, but whenever you did, I only heard about it the day after. And I’m too old for Kyria Effie’s now. So maybe the new shoes will take you some place you can sing again, and then I can follow …”


    “Leave the fortunes to me, Alekos. Fine, if the shoes fit, she can have them. But the chicken better be young and juicy, not like the stringy one he fobbed off on you last time.”


    The old man’s admiration warmed Kivelli, and she took his hand, kissed him on the cheek. “If they fit, I might come back and serenade you in the square, Kyr Alekos.”


    “Be careful, young lady,” Xanthi cackled. “You’ll give the poor old boy a heart attack.” It was true that Alekos looked as much shocked as pleased, but if he dropped dead, at least he would die happy. “Let’s go then, see about those shoes and where they might take you.” She took Kivelli’s arm, but turned towards her cousin one last time. “Don’t forget the chicken, you old fool, and be prepared to do the plucking.” Alekos nodded dumbly, that shocked smile still plastered across his face.


    On foot to Kyra Xanthi’s house, Kivelli lagged behind the energetic strides of the seer, who said nothing, asked no questions. If she hadn’t been so busy trying to keep up, she might have asked why they were in such a rush, what they were running after, but the pace left those questions behind, and she was just thankful that the old shoes she was wearing were flat and sturdy.


    Once they stepped through the beaded curtain, Kivelli collapsed on the divan and tried to catch her breath. “Do you want some water?” Kyra Xanthi asked, and the younger woman nodded. “Youwould have never made it in the nunnery, my girl,” she said as she placed the glass on the table. She then reached into the china cabinet without opening the doors, pulled out a pair of lilac suede shoes with an ornate silver buckle near the toe and set them next to the glass.


    “Yes, it’s probably too late for that,” Kivelli replied absent-mindedly, inspecting the soles, running her fingertip against the nap. The shoes looked almost new, saved from a trunk floating on the sea, someone’s hope chest perhaps, pilfered by strangers. She could tell by looking at them that they were her size, and reached under the table to untie her laces.


    “I’ve developed a sense about these things,” Xanthi continued, as if she’d read Kivelli’s mind. “And if my cousin hadn’t already given them to you for free, I might have. So it seems they were meant to be yours one way or another.”


    “Did you see that in the cards?” she asked playfully, but when she slipped her foot into the dainty lilac shoe, her face became twisted and wet with tears. Instead of trying to stop herself as she had so many times before, or running out of the old woman’s hut, she allowed herself to sob openly. Inside the dark cramped room, surrounded by other people’s abandoned dreams and memories, it felt safe to release hers. Though maybe what was coming out was not Kivelli’s sadness at all, but that of the young woman for whom the pretty shoes were made.


    Kyra Xanthi said nothing during her outburst, but watched sympathetically without trying to comfort or stop her. When Kivelli drew in a final gasp, swallowed and digested it, the old woman sat next to her, patted her hand and smoothed the hair on her forehead. “Do you feel better now, my sweet girl?” Kivelli nodded, wiping the wetness from her cheeks.


    “Forgive me,” Kivelli sputtered, and took off the lilac shoe.“That usually comes out in my singing, hidden behind the words, so no one knows it’s mine.” She put on her own shoe and got up, took a step towards the sliver of light.


    “Sit back down, silly thing. And don’t think you’re not taking those shoes. I’d never hear the end of it from Alekos if he saw them on someone else’s feet.” Kivelli did as directed, interlaced her fingers and placed her hands over her forehead and eyes like a cold compress.


    “I’m exhausted,” she said. “Emotions exhaust me. I’m always fighting against them, but somehow they always win.”


    “They have to win. Without emotions, Kivelli, you would be dead. They are trying to show you that you are alive, or that it’s time to start living, no matter what happened to you on the other side.”


    “How do you know what happened to me?” She peeked through her fingers at Xanthi. “And don’t tell me you saw it in your crystal ball.”


    “What happened to you happened to all of us. For some a little more, for others a little less. Whether we were close up to it or faraway does not matter. It all depends on the soul. I’ve met people who watched the Metropolitan slaughtered, saw his beard ripped out in clumps, his eyes plucked, and yet seem as happy as if such a thing never occurred. And then there are others who knew nobody there, but who will never get over it because what they imagine is more painful than the experience itself — it is bottomless. We are all carrying the dead on our backs, but every so often we must put them down and dance a little. Why don’t you tell me your story, Kivelli, so you can put on those pretty shoes and dance?”


    She swallowed hard, folded her hands in her lap and looked into the bright and friendly blue of Kyra Xanthi’s eyes. After a few deep breaths, she spoke. “Please don’t tell Marianthi I came here. Can we keep all this between us?”


    “I’m better than a priest, Miss Kivelli. You could tell me you murdered someone in a fit of passion, and all I would do is tell you if you were going to be caught. Have you murdered anyone?”


    “Not yet.”


    “Good. I’m happy to hear it. It would haunt you. That’s why the manghes need to be stoned all the time.” Kyra Xanthi then brewed two cups of coffee, black and strong, and settled on the divan next to Kivelli, ready to receive her confession.
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    “Papa was in Constantinople when the fires started,” Kivelli began in a quiet steady voice, “buying bolts of silk for his shop on rue Franque. He’d left at the end of August, a few days after my birthday. His business associates had tried to dissuade him from going, and the newspapers were reporting trouble in the regions, but Papa couldn’t imagine any real danger because the British were on our side and against the Turkish rebels. Nothing was going to happen to his Smyrna while he was away.” Kivelli stared into some middle distance where the drama unfolded again, and Kyra Xanthi offered her a cotton hanky, though the young woman’s eyes were dry.


    “Our neighbours were less confident. Most had already locked up their homes and sailed away to the safety of their summer retreats on Lesvos or Chios; others had gone farther, to Athens or abroad. For weeks they had been bidding Smyrna farewell, asking if I shouldn’t be doing the same. Our housemaid Vasso had already left to be with her family, but where could we go without Papa? His last telegram said he was on his way and that Aunt Penelope should pack up the necessities. There were many bitter arguments about what this constituted as we anxiously awaited his arrival. After a few interminable days I couldn’t bear to sit still or listen to my aunt’s complaints and laments any longer, so I snuck out through the emergency exit to look for him myself. Before I left, I told Constantine to hide in the pantry until I got back and not make a peep. He was a brave boy but he cried a bit, so I gave him a jar of honey to sweeten his sorrow.” Here Kivelli’s face crumpled a little, but she kept speaking despite her dismay.


    Outside, the sky was already grey with smoke, and she could hear the distant thunder of collapsing buildings, see the orange glow of fire, bright and sinister as a fallen sun. “It was as if Smyrna had been drained of all its colour, and I was wandering through a silent picture of a place that no longer existed. The shops on rue Franque were boarded up, the gypsy market was abandoned, desolate, and most of the lively cafés had vanished. I pressed my forehead to the window of Papa’s shop. Through the darkness I could see it had already been stripped — of furniture, of silks — and that no one was left to tell me where Papa was or when he might come home.”


    When she got back to her street, it was deserted, eerily quiet. Not one window was open, not one curtain fluttered in the somnolent breeze. She eased open her front door and stepped into the foyer where antique kilims hung and three massive trunks sat packed and ready to go. “I could tell from the stillness that the house was now empty. Even the old grandfather clock in the hallway had given up counting the minutes. I searched for my aunt in the kitchen, dining room and salon, then ran to the pantry, but Constantine was also gone. I looked for him in his favourite hiding places: the space under the staircase, the armoire in my bedroom. His grubby hands had left smudges on the mirror inside the door, but when I whispered his name there was no reply.” Papa must have come home, she decided, and for some reason they had to leave without her. Kivelli looked around her room, wondering what she could save, what could be easily carried. She riffled through the fancy dresses in the armoire, considered the ivory combs and brushes, the Egyptian perfume bottles on her vanity. “I did not yet know that saving myself would be difficult enough.”


    From the top of the dresser she took her silver opera glasses and the birthday photograph of herself and Papa, and put them into her purse. From the bottom drawer she retrieved four gold coins she was saving to buy exquisite things for her trousseau. They clinked against the opera glasses and the photograph’s frame. “I changed into my newest dress, which I had not yet found the occasion to wear. It was made of the softest white chiffon in the latest style, with a hemline that was shorter in the front than in the back. Then I slipped on a pair of white leather shoes that had carried me to balls and weddings, away from suitors and admirers. I applied rouge to my mouth and cheeks, lines of brown to my eyes to elongate them, to make them Oriental and sly. If I was beautiful and elegant, I would be safe no matter whose path I crossed — so I imagined.” The mirror inside the armoire was skeptical: more frightened than beautiful, despite the finery, it declared. Her eyes were wide and restless, her lips so tight that, like Smyrna, they’d lost their colour. With a small push, the armoire’s door clicked shut and she took one final look around the room, then picked up her purse and walked down the stairs as slowly as possible. “I would go to the Quai, to the haven of the Grand Hotel. My family would know to look for me there, and from the roof garden I could search for them with my opera glasses. It was the best plan I could come up with under the circumstances.”


    Once outside again, she immediately lost her bearings. The explosions were much closer now, the smoke so thick her eyes burned with tears. Church bells pealed in supplication, in terror. “I felt dizzy, faint, and the bottoms of my feet started to tingle, my shoes to pinch. A hollow ringing in my ears drowned out the noise, and when I opened my mouth to scream for help, nothing came out.” People pushed past her as if she were already a ghost, liquid in their smoke-watering eyes. “I followed them in the direction I hoped led to the Quai. I don’t know what force kept me moving forward,” through the eclipse-dark streets, where small fires sprouted around her ankles like intense orange flowers, past the butcher shop where a naked man and two boys swung from hooks. Bodies littered the street in increasing numbers — men, women and children burst out of their clothing as they swelled in the heat of the fires. She stepped around them gingerly in her fine white shoes. “I wished at that moment for blindness, and in a sense it was granted. After a few more blocks I no longer saw what lay before me, I became incapable of absorbing it.”


    “Then a shiny black sedan drove past me, and I waved an embroidered white hanky at the driver. How comfortable, cool and safe it would be behind the window of the fancy car, I thought. It halted abruptly a few metres ahead of me, and the driver along with a man in a black fez got out. They picked up two bodies that were lying in their path, hauled them to the side of the road like dead dogs.” Kivelli ran towards these two men, begging them to take her along; surely there was extra room in such a big and luxurious car. She tried speaking to them in French, in English, in Turkish, but they did not seem to hear or understand her. They did not even look her way. “They got back into their fancy car and drove a few more metres, until another road block of bodies forced them to stop.”


    Despondent, Kivelli kept walking, following the tracks of the car like lines on a map. It had to be heading towards the Quai since there was nothing left behind her and nowhere to go but the water. She passed a large church she might have recognized as Agios Ioannis had it not been for the priest crucified on its wooden doors with horseshoes nailed to his palms and tops of his feet. “Out of habit I crossed myself, though I knew all at once that there was no God to save me, and from this point on my prayers would go unanswered.”


    “Then I turned onto a small sidestreet swarming with people. Whole families were crawling along the ground, erasing the tracks the car had left for me to follow. They moved quickly, like large rats, towards the tall iron gates of the Greek cemetery.” Kivelli did not hear the report of gunshots, though she felt the small breeze of bullets flying past her bare arms, her rouged cheeks. “That all of them missed me was perhaps proof that I was already dead. I walked through the iron gates as if I had reached home.”


    The crawlers scattered before her, disappearing into the shadows of steles, entering mausoleums that bore the names of their ancestors who had lived and died in Smyrna. Kivelli touched a cool marble wall, ran her fingers over the carved Greek letters and plucked a red flower from a recently tended grave, which she slipped behind her ear. “I then walked back towards the gate, stepping over inert bodies that might as well have been dead.”


    A few men in Greek military uniform drifted by her, and she trailed them towards the Quai, where she hoped their ships were waiting. They did not notice her, and she did not notice that some of them had no arms. This didn’t strike her until much later when the sights she’d collected on her endless walk towards the water came back, unbidden, her only souvenirs of Smyrna, which no one wanted: The bloated bodies. The carcasses in the butcher shop. The priest. The soldiers with their arms ripped off like the wings of flies. “And that was only the beginning. There would be much more to see once I reached the waterfront, a journey which normally took no more than ten minutes from my house but was now the distance between Smyrna and the moon.”

  


  
    FROM THE ROOF GARDEN OF the Grand Hotel, where she’d spent so many lovely and ordinary afternoons floating above the masses, Kivelli watched hundreds of ragged, dusty villagers settle the Quai as if it were the end of the world. “I studied them through my opera glasses, which until then I had used to spy on handsome men, pretty dresses and indiscretions. Now I was looking for more practical things: for a familiar face — my brother’s, my father’s, my aunt’s. But these people colonizing the Quai were not from the Smyrna I knew.” The old women and men, with their wailing daughters carrying dirty, screaming children, were from somewhere else, another century. There were no young men in sight, just little boys and grandfathers. No one to fall in love with, even for a second, as compensation for the disruption, the chaos. “I felt contempt towards these ragged people who were making such a spectacle of themselves, who were making so much noise.”


    Around her, foreigners giddy with excitement were exchanging newspaper headlines with a kind of morbid glee, speaking of the spectacle on the Quai as if it were being staged for their amusement. The women laughed at the sight of the peasants crushed together down below, and a few of the men laid wagers. Swept up in this atmosphere of anticipation, for a short interval while waiting for something to happen, Kivelli forgot that she could not go home.


    “I focused all my attention on an old woman by the water’s edge who had rolled out a red kilim with swirls of pink and yellow flowers sprouting from dark green vines. She was padding around the rug barefoot, pacing its edges as if marking her territory, waving her arms and barking at anyone who dared tread on even the outer edge of its fringe.” Her equally old husband, his face rough and grey as granite, sat cross-legged in the centre of the rug, staring blankly, neither asleep nor awake, neither alive nor dead. His wife handed him a small, tulip-shaped glass, too delicate for his big hands. How did such a glass survive the journey from the village? She carefully poured some dark liquid out of a burnished samovar, but the next moment she was hysterical, screaming and pointing at the rug where the old man had perhaps spilled a few drops of liquid. No doubt she had other, more compelling reasons for hysteria than spilled tea. Who knew what she’d seen on her way from the village to the Quai, where this rug had become her home. Or how she felt, at this late age, to be turned into a gypsy. “The old woman resumed pacing the edges of the rug as if she were going somewhere important, and when I widened my view, I saw dozens of other old women performing an identical choreography: around rugs, some bigger or smaller, around aluminum pots, one around a tin cup, another around a thimble.”


    “Then someone tapped my shoulder — a Turkish official who asked for my papers. I explained to him in my most charming and refined voice that my papers were unfortunately at home, and he accepted my gold coins and silver opera glasses instead.” She tried not to show dismay as she handed them over and smiled brightly as he walked away, as if she’d given him a birthday gift. She hoped this sacrifice was noted by someone, somewhere, but none of the foreigners even looked her way when the head waiter escorted her to the door for their safety.

  


  
    NOW TEARS BEGAN TO ROLL down Kivelli’s cheeks, landing on her thigh as indifferently as drops from a melting icicle. But she did not reach for Kyra Xanthi’s hanky nor did her voice quaver, as if the person reporting the terrible events refused to acknowledge the one who was crying over them.

  


  
    AS SHE STOOD ON THE Quai, the marvellous Quai with its buildings made of marble and its seaside cafés where music was played and glances exchanged, all she could hear were screams, and her watering eyes could not believe what they saw. “People were jumping into the sea, one after the other, like a school of seals diving off a rock. They were trying to save themselves from the heat, from the advancing wall of smoke, and from bayonets that poked holes into their flesh.” They were also trying to escape the reek of death. Dead bodies bobbed before them in the water, burned along with the buildings in the city behind them, and stood upright amongst them, held up by the crush, unable to fall, their eyes shocked open, their features rigid and frightened. This was their disguise, the reason they blended in so easily with the living. Who could tell, after all, from which gaping mouth the howls emerged?


    “The jumpers swam towards the warships that cluttered the horizon. There were at least twenty-five of them, so small in the distance that they looked like children’s toys.” Kivelli raised a hand and waved vigourously, as if she expected someone on board to recognize her, to pick her out of the wretched mob, to rescue her from the wailing of women and children, the murmur of adamant prayers and the shrieks of those who had suddenly burst into flames as if lit from within. “These ships had sent for me before, had welcomed me with flowers and wine and flattery. They had to come for me now, because I could not go to them.”


    Besides the obstacle course of dead bodies, the hunger for survival was making the swimmers adversarial. They were drowning each other in order to take the lead, to get to the retreating ships first, to be saved, and the sea frothed like a wild animal from their exertions. “I had always been a strong swimmer — I often won the impromptu races on the girl’s side of the beach at The Point — and moved as effortlessly through the water as on the dance floor. But I was revolted by the dead bodies I would have to push through before beginning to fight with the living for the right to survive. I considered walking on water, stepping from corpse to corpse until I reached the closest ship. But even if this were possible, word had spread that the ships were not taking anyone.”


    Those tough enough to survive the return trip to the Quai, who weren’t drowned or picked off by gunfire, had scorch marks on their faces, on their shoulders, on their arms and backs. They claimed that as they tried to snail up the hull, British sailors in spotless uniforms threw bucketsful of boiling water onto them. Others showed off cuts and bruises from quant poles that shoved them back into the sea. They also told of music. Midway between the Quai and the ships, the cries blended in with waltzes and operas. The foreigners were drinking tea and dancing while Smyrna burned. “I could not imagine them so cruel. Hadn’t handsome officers from France and America smiled at me in the Café Loukas and asked me to dance at the balls held on their ships? Hadn’t the British given Smyrna back to us like a precious necklace that had been lost in a river bed and then found and returned with great fanfare?” Kivelli decided that they were not dancing but only trying to mask the infernal cries in order to carry out their orders without guilt. Though she didn’t know the reason, she’d heard that no Greek was to be given passage on these great, empty vessels. She hummed the aria from Pagliacci to cover the keening all around, which was so constant and unvaried that it had found a sickening rhythm, becoming a threnody of hopelessness.


    “I was not, however, entirely without hope.” Through the tangled grapevine along the waterfront, Kivelli heard that the French carrier, Trouville, was taking on anyone who spoke French. With some heretofore-unknown force, she shoved through the walls of flesh towards the French embarkation point. She’d stopped looking for her father, brother and aunt, and was undaunted by the occasional plushness her heels sunk into or the slick, warm puddles through which she slipped. “I moved up and down, up and down, trying to keep my balance because to trip was to die. My only concern now was to get off of the Quai without touching the water.” When she reached the motorboat flying the French flag, she lined up behind others who had not been licked by soot or death, not even tapped by its dusty finger. “They were so elegant and lovely in their feathered hats and tailored suits, as if they had just left the Jardin des Fleurs and were now waiting in front of the Ciné Pathé. They chattered excitedly about the invasion as a troop of soldiers in multicoloured, clownish costumes rode in brandishing olive branches and swords above their heads and crying out, ‘fear not, fear not!’” The foreigners applauded as if they were watching a matinee and their favourite actor had appeared on the screen for the first time. When they noticed Kivelli, she assumed their contemptuous stares were because she was an imposter, not because she was drenched in sweat and covered in blood and soot from head to toe. “One of them called me Cendrillon and laughed. In my mind’s eye, I saw myself in my white chiffon dress, fetching and desired, and if someone had handed me a mirror, I would have spit in its face and then cried.” But crying at this stage might be fatal; even when a little girl was bayoneted like a candy apple and carried high above their heads, Kivelli had to remain unmoved.


    When her turn came, she stated in her best French that she was a French national and that her papers had been lost in the fire. “I added that I had an aunt in Paris living on rue Jacob, a street I’d read about in a novel, though I had no idea if it was real. The consul looked me in the eye, asked my name, age and marital status, then filled out a form with Protégé Français printed in bold letters at the top. But just as he was about to hand me my laisser passer and let me onto the almost full boat, a soldier pushed me aside and a family of four, waving real French passports, were let on board. The consul was the last to get on, taking what would have been my place and also the precious form. He told me to wait right there, for another boatload would be taken to the ship shortly. But they never came back for me.” As Kivelli watched the Trouville sail away, her thoughts wandered to Colette. What would the writer make of this moment? How might she describe it? What would she sell to escape?


    Kivelli was not sure how long she stood there, one day or four. She’d lost track of time. Smoke shrouded the sky and the fire turned it a permanent, burnt orange, confusing the difference between noon and midnight. That the sun might continue to rise was inconceivable. She spoke to no one as she awaited her fate. There was hardly any point. It was as if her tongue had been tied and then yanked out at the root and, like everyone else, only sounds emerged from her mouth: now desperate, now enraged, now piteous as those of a sparrowling whose wings were being ripped out by a seagull.

  


  
    IN PREPARATION FOR THE MASSACRE, the people gathered at the edge of the world abandoned whatever weighed them down or would impede their flight. They discarded the necessary and the frivolous, the practical and the sentimental. The Quai was littered with bundles and satchels and suitcases and trunks, with the sick who were carried this far but couldn’t be carried any farther. They lay among those who’d fallen and were unable to get back up. Kivelli had no possessions, but like a snake began to shed those things that threatened her survival. “First I threw away my vanity, for it mattered not one bit that I was once pretty and coveted. Now it was a liability and I wished for the first time in my life to be overlooked entirely, to be judged ugly and graceless, as I came to understand that there were fates far worse than death. Along the periphery of the crowd, young pretty girls were being stripped and violated, carried away like Easter lambs, or invaded with swords while their mothers watched. The shrieks of horror, of pain, only made these mountain men in their carnival costumes bolder, their laughter louder, their antics more brutal. But any horror or sympathy I might have felt was shunted aside by relief. By the water’s edge I was safe from marauders, who would need machetes to clear a path through the jungle of bodies.”


    Next she tossed away her compassion. It was now every old man, woman, mother, child for him or herself as the pitiless foreign ships looked on, their crews limiting themselves to taking photographs and filming the catastrophe. “Every one of those ragged strangers, from the smallest boy to the oldest woman leaning all her weight against my back, would sacrifice me for one more day on this merciless earth. Even if it meant spending it right where they stood, more dead than alive, soiling themselves from fear and the inability to move.” Kivelli took a small step to the left, and the old woman behind her fell down dead at her feet. Someone else moved forward and rolled the corpse into the water.


    “Finally, I rid myself of love. My desire to sail away on one of the retreating ships, to escape the heat of the fire that was melting my clothes, my hair, my skin, had long ago surpassed my need to find my family. I stopped craning my neck in hopes of spotting them in the crowd, and I plugged my ears with rags to block out the unbearable cries. If they were calling out my name, I would not hear it. In any case, they had each other while I stood there alone, with no one to comfort me or hold my hand, and the only feeling I could muster towards them was resentment. How dare Papa leave me to face the end of the world by myself?”


    Instead, she searched for Lieutenant Lovegrove, for the firmness of his jaw, the softness of his lips and the glint of his gold buttons. “I willed him to appear on a motor boat flying an American flag that would deliver me to a ship sailing to New York, where I’d be received like a prodigal daughter returning home after all hope had died.” As she awaited his arrival in this quarter of Smyrna where no one knew her, Kivelli was being roasted alive. She hovered a toe over the edge of the Quai, skimmed the bloody surface of the water with her once white shoe, now black and misshapen as a grandmother’s slipper, but pulled it back as the old woman’s body floated past her, face up.


    During those final hours she became the most and the least human she could be. Giddy with wilfulness, with hunger, with fear as the day faded, erasing the ships, turning them into shadows under the dread-orange sky. When a searchlight slid over the length of the Quai, like everyone else she raised both hands above her head, trying to capture the crews’ attention. “My only concern as I stood rooted to the spot in my mangled shoes was that the men on the retreating ships would have a hard time seeing me in the dark, or that I would not see them wave back.”

  


  
    IN THE END, KIVELLI WAS not saved through courage or will, but as a consequence of her inability to decide between life and death. Benumbed, she left it to chance, which decided to spare her from the outrages that proceeded ceaselessly around her. The crowd shifted forward, pushing towards the water as the fire reached the first line of buildings on the Quai, the grand theatres, the lovely cafés, the banks, the post offices and even the Grand Hotel. From where Kivelli stood, she could not see that those in the back, closest to the flames, were being prodded with bayonets and swords into the burning streets of the city, though she could smell their flesh cooking — an acrid, greasy smell. Without knowing what it was, her stomach churned, and had there been anything in it, she would have vomited. Those at the back pushed harder, and a ripple of motion rolled through the crowd, gaining strength as it travelled. By the time it reached Kivelli, it was invincible as a tidal wave.


    “I was thrown into the sea and I landed on a corpse floating face down in the fetid water. With whatever strength I had left, I struck out towards the ships. Not that I had any hope of being let on board, but I had to get away from the bodies, which had accumulated and were also drifting out to sea, bumping up against the retreating ships. I closed my eyes and used my arms to clear a path before me, feeling my way through the floating obstacles, but my corset hindered my movement and my skirt tangled between my legs.” With every stroke she felt heavier, sleepier, the opposite of the weightlessness that water is supposed to bring. She did not blame it on her clothing, the cinch of the corset, the undertow of her skirt, but imagined the smoke she’d inhaled had solidified into a black mass of hatred inside her body. With no compass but the increasing coolness of the water, she kept pushing forward. Others shot past her, and she felt the agitation of the water, the occasional kick or swipe of an arm, but did not open her eyes. Even if she wished to, she didn’t have the strength. “I was swimming in a dream, and when I began to sink, I could not wake myself up.”


    Kivelli rolled onto her back, masquerading as a drowned person with her eyes salted shut. It was a relief to stop struggling, to give up, and she was infused with a feeling of peace and well-being. The sounds around her faded and were replaced with the silence of the middle of the night. She began to let go of life, to let it escape out of her mouth into the smoke-muted sky. “Images appeared behind my eyelids: piano lessons at home and my instructor’s long thin fingers, walks along the Quai arm in arm with Papa, Constantine’s birth and the dreadful harmony of his first scream and our mother’s last. I could see Mama’s face now, not peaceful but worried. Other images were odd, impossible, not from my life at all: strangers sitting in our dining room, men speaking languages I didn’t understand to Aunt Penelope, who lifted her skirts and showed them her hairless sex. Then I saw Lieutenant Lovegrove with his sly eyes and confident grin. He leaned over my face, his lips pursed for a kiss.” As he moved in closer, Kivelli opened her mouth to receive him. But as his breath slid down her throat, she began to cough up smoke, seaweed, fish and pounds of salt.


    “I was no longer in the water but in a small motorboat flying the American flag. A sailor leaned over my face, smiling and asking me in English if I was all right. He wrapped me in a blanket and carried me onto a ship.” Kivelli did not ask his name or where she was being taken, and she never saw him again. She was not happy to be alive and leaving Smyrna on the pestilent ship. All she felt was embarrassment. She’d fallen into the water and was caught like a half-dead fish in a net.

  


  
    WHEN IT WAS CLEAR KIVELLI had run out of words and tears, Kyra Xanthi stood up and opened the door a crack to allow the young woman’s misery to escape. She said if that type of anguish were allowed to stay, it would invade everything in the room like dampness and cover the walls with mould. A ray of sunlight illuminated the dust particles floating in the air, swirling and diving as the old woman’s breath displaced them when she spoke. “Now let’s find out what the future holds for you and your lovely shoes,” she said, spreading her faded red cards out on the table.
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    My sweet little flirt , my playful doll

    You’re driving me mad, I’m in your thrall

    One glance, my light, and I will fall

    One kiss and my heart will be cured of all

  


  
    On the taxi ride over to the Bella Vista, the driver recognized Kivelli from Barba Yannis’s and refused to accept her money as long as she promised never to leave Piraeus for Athens. “They eat up all our best girls in Athens, and then they forget where they came from.” Despite her best efforts, Kivelli clearly hadn’t forgotten anything. Telling Kyra Xanthi her sorry tale had done nothing to dislodge the hardened ball of grief behind her ribcage. It had only become more difficult to ignore and made her even more wary of stepping into the Smyrniot’s territory, which was, no doubt, filled with happy ghosts pretending they hadn’t died. Let the cabby believe she was from Piraeus; it was preferable to haunting the Bella Vista every night. Kivelli didn’t promise anything, though she assured him she had no intention of making any drastic moves. This was the truth, at least at the moment, and the free ride was a stroke of luck; she could save her money for the return trip, which was ultimately the greater need. Her time at the club would surely be subsidized by the Smyrniot and whoever else might be there acting as if he owned the world. If it hadn’t been so far away, she might have walked to the club, though Kyra Xanthi’s shoes pinched her toes, forcing her to count every step and resent it. They were made for sitting with crossed ankles and being driven from place to place, not for traipsing over dust-covered roads to a graveyard.


    No one knew when Barba Yannis was going to get out of jail; this was as much a mystery as why he was actually put in jail. He himself had done nothing, but these were strange times, and you had to be careful about the company you kept. Sakis entered her thoughts momentarily — what he was doing in Thessaloniki, and with whom — but she dismissed him almost as quickly as he’d appeared. Kivelli liked Sakis well enough, but there was no point wasting her thoughts on him when he wasn’t around. He was doing just fine, she was certain, because that was his way. She searched herself for jealousy but couldn’t find any. Not that she expected to, though it sometimes hid in a pocket like a forgotten coin that was now ready to be spent spontaneously on something frivolous.


    The taxi stopped at the corner of a busy intersection, in front of a pale yellow and white neoclassical building. “Here we are, Miss Kivelli,” the driver said as she stared out the window at the people milling about the entrance. There was a group of well-dressed men who seemed too fresh-faced and clean-cut to be manghes, though they copied the look with their well-cut dark suits and rakish hats. Two musicians, one holding a clarinet and the other a toumbeleki, were standing around, talking and smoking — probably on a break. She remembered the clarinet player from the picnic, Kosmas and his toumbeleki from the recording session. They looked right at her but showed no sign of recognition. Couples were going inside, the men holding the tall, dark wood doors for their lady companions, who embodied the type of elegance Kivelli believed had been left behind in the ruins across the water. If they were prostitutes, they lived in some sort of Sultan’s paradise compared to the Piraeus girls. There was nothing tawdry or desperate about the way they dressed or held themselves. They might not have been prostitutes at all, but consorts or even wives. This was surely the type of place where husbands brought their wives.


    The club was right next to a cinema. How much more pleasant it would be to slip into its darkness than to face the Smyrniot and whatever he expected of her behind the carved wooden doors. Kivelli hadn’t sent any sort of reply to his invitation and could easily pretend that she’d never received it. Sliding it under a door was hardly foolproof, and who knew what fool he’d employed to deliver it. The cabby came around to her side and helped her out. His thick-skinned hand was rough against hers, but warm and friendly, so she let him hold it for a few seconds longer than was necessary or appropriate. She didn’t mind; it was the least she could give him for the free ride.


    “Do you want me to come back and get you later, bring you back home?” There was a look of concern on his face, with nothing shifty lurking underneath. Kivelli squeezed his hand and thanked him, assured him she’d find her way back at the end of the night. “I’ll be in the square for a little while, having a drink and a bite to eat. Come find me if you change your mind, Miss Kivelli, if it doesn’t suit you in there.” He got into his car and drove off slowly, and she waved at him one last time as he disappeared around the corner.


    People jostled past her as she stood in front of the Bella Vista, gathering the courage to walk through the doors by herself with her head up, like it was something she had done a thousand times before. She studied the painted sign above the doors and the glassframed poster on the right side, the Smyrniot’s arrogant face glaring back at her. Except for a few faint, high-pitched notes when the doors were suddenly flung open by customers either coming or going, she heard no music from inside. It was the sounds of a laterna being cranked close by, mixed in with the laughter of passersby and with traffic and car horns, that impressed themselves onto the moment.


    Had she not been so nervous about walking in, past the welldressed men, the ladies of uncertain provenance, and into the Smyrniot’s territory, she might have felt more self-conscious about her clothing. It was so plain that groups of beggars and gypsies selling trinkets and bemoaning their plight passed her over for those who seemed more obviously well-off, though no one seemed to be giving them anything, despite the volume of their wails, the clamour of their tambourines. It was absolute madness to come all this way, invitation in hand, and not take the three short steps up to the doors. She didn’t have a dozen other options and engagements set up for herself in Piraeus. In fact, if something didn’t happen soon, she might find herself back at Kyria Effie’s doing more than just singing. Kivelli edged past the two musicians wrapped up in a whispered argument between puffs of their cigarettes, and a group of young men discussing where to go next, their colognes brash and combative as their voices.


    In the foyer her heels clicked against the red marble floor, their echo travelling up the wooden staircase and past portraits of famous singers and composers, some familiar to her, some unknown. She’d forgotten that Columbia’s offices were right above the club. Marianthi joked that if the Smyrniot moved his things from the house to the office, he would never have to go anywhere but up and down the three flights, from the musician’s union at the top, to the club a the bottom. It might indeed be a better place for him than the house, where he always looked uncomfortable. Kivelli ran her fingers along the dark polished wood of the walls. Someone had lived here once, and in this foyer guests had removed their hats and coats, and anxious suitors had waited. The smell of wood polish tickled her nostrils, as well as faint perfume from the flowers that sat in a large, golden vase on a table in the corner.


    This in-between room made her uneasy. Threads of music from inside escaped from under the door, and the indistinct sounds of the audience made her feel very lonely. There was something unsettling about a crowded room, a place she could disappear into but might not be able to escape. The fear of being trampled never left her, and she always felt suffocated by the press of bodies, the smells of sweat, alcohol and cologne. When the exterior doors opened again, a small draft made the overbearing chandelier tinkle prettily, and Kivelli began to move forward along with the people who had just walked in.


    A bald man wearing a bowtie and a red carnation in his lapel greeted her at the door. Kivelli thought he might be the owner, the Athenian version of Barba Yannis, though his smile was more condescending than friendly. “Are you alone, Miss, or are you expected?” His words rang like an accusation. Once upon a time, such a tone might have hurt her feelings. “The Smyrniot invited me. Is he here yet?” she answered blithely, and resisted showing him the note. He pointed towards the front of the long and packed room, at the elevated stage that took up its entire width. Among the lute players, accordions and zithers stood the Smyrniot, virtually unrecognizable. His eyes were closed, his lips pressed together in a grin that was almost sweet, and he was playing his violin with a sprightliness that erased his usual sullen demeanour. The piece was a lively instrumental, full of peaks and loops that expressed his spirit alone, divorced from Marianthi’s words. Kivelli could almost see how in a crazy moment her friend might have found him attractive, like an unusual insect you took a moment to admire before sweeping out the door. And she also saw clearly for the first time how damaging each was to the other.


    “You wouldn’t happen to be Kivelli Fotiathi,” the doorman asked in a tone only slightly less disdainful, though she was no longer paying attention to him. She was studying the room with its large round tables draped with blue tablecloths, glass vases of fresh flowers sitting in the centre. Dapper men and stylish women sat around them, laughing and talking above the music, clinking glasses and clapping to the songs while an army of waiters in black pants, vests and white collarless shirts carried immense trays overflowing with food from the kitchen. This room had nothing to hide and was well lit with dozens of white globe lights hanging like small perfect moons from the ceiling, illuminating the tables, the fine clothing of the customers, their happy faces. Piraeus seemed very far away, much farther than a taxi could take her. She would need a ship, or at least a limousine. And although a cloud of blue smoke hovered like a headache around the globe lights, she could not detect the slightest whiff of hashish.


    “Yes, I would happen to be Kivelli,” she responded absentmindedly, looking through the crowd to see if, by some chance, it contained anyone she knew.


    “The Smyrniot has reserved a seat for you, Miss Fotiathi.” He led her down the centre aisle towards the front and the stage. Three chairs to the right of the Smyrniot, where the singers should have been, sat empty. Her belly contracted. Were the regular singers on a break during this long instrumental number or was something else afoot?


    “Where are the singers?” she asked over the music. If the doorman detected the agitation in her voice, his reply did nothing to assuage it.


    “The singers aren’t here tonight.”


    Blood rushed to Kivelli’s temples, roiled between her eyes. The Smyrniot might have warned her if he wanted her to replace his singer — one more line in his note telling her to practise a few of his songs instead of throwing her into the middle of his sea to sink or swim. She took a few deep breaths in hopes of slowing her heartbeat, and she placed both hands beneath her navel to calm the cramp that was gathering strength as she approached the unknown stage. But as nervous and irritated as she felt, a part of her was tingling with anticipation, which increased with every step. This was the part that was disappointed when the doorman pointed at a table in the front, facing the row of singers’ chairs.


    The moment she was seated, a waiter rushed over with a carafe of red wine and three empty glasses, two of which he placed upside down on the table before pouring some wine into her glass. A second waiter brought a platter of mezzedes — olives, slices of salted cucumber, roasted peppers and various dips in pretty little mounds decorated with mint leaves. Kivelli could never eat when she was nervous or upset. Appetite left her immediately, came back grudgingly, sometimes days later.


    She picked up her glass of wine, sniffed it and hoped it was strong, then stared over its rim at the two empty glasses — one was no doubt for the Smyrniot, but who was his second guest? Was Marianthi going to turn up after all? This might make things easier, as long as she and her husband stayed on opposite ends of the room. But something told her that her friend was at home and had no idea where she was spending the evening. Otherwise Kivelli surely would have heard from her during the day, and they might have arranged to come together — Marianthi would have insisted. Her cheeks flushed and she suddenly felt devious, though she didn’t think she owed Marianthi any explanations. She wasn’t having an affair with the Smyrniot; she didn’t even like him. The club was overcrowded and she was nervous so far out of her element and on her own, she decided. She placed a slice of cucumber on her tongue, held it there until its coolness was drained and the music came to an end. While everyone was clapping, she discreetly spat it into a white napkin, then joined in the applause. The moment the Smyrniot stopped playing, the pall of his cheerlessness returned and was cast upon her. In his quiet voice he told the audience that the orchestra would return after a short intermission, and he scurried off the stage as if it were the most unnatural place in the world for him to be.


    With no music to listen to, nothing to watch and no one to chat with, Kivelli felt self-conscious sitting by herself in the front row, where everyone could study her and pass judgment on who she’d become. The violet hat wasn’t doing much to hide her, quite the opposite; its ostentation called attention to her from all sides. The Smyrniot was nowhere to be seen. He had looked directly at her before he got off the stage, and Kivelli hated him all over again for leaving her alone, especially since it was his invitation that had brought her there. After emptying her glass, she asked a waiter to direct her to the powder room, where she’d ask the mirror what to do.


    When she entered a room much bigger than the one she lived in, she felt a strong urge to flee, to run out to the square and look for that cabby, who could ferry her back to her neighbourhood, her room and her life before they disappeared and she’d have to start all over again, somewhere else, from scratch. He was right; she was from Piraeus now. She wet her hands, pressed them to her feverish cheeks, then blew her reflection a kiss goodbye. But upon leaving the powder room, she was confronted by the Smyrniot, who was standing near the door. He didn’t smile when he saw her, but nodded slightly. Kivelli didn’t smile either; he always managed to sap it out of her.


    “There you are,” he said, looking past her as if he were addressing someone behind her and she was merely an impediment.


    “Yes, here I am,” she replied, “But why?” He was still looking beyond her, smiling now. Kivelli glanced over her shoulder. What she saw froze her heart for a few seconds, though she did her best to remain composed.


    “Go back to your table, Kivelli. I’ll be by to talk to you before I go on again.” But she couldn’t move. Trapped between the Smyrniot’s disregard and the quickly approaching man, she had no choice but to face him. She braced herself, then swung around to take him by surprise. But he too was looking through her and at the Smyrniot, who was holding out his hand.


    “Diamantis, my friend, I’m so happy you could make it. I’ve reserved a table for you near the singers.” The Smyrniot was positively animated. Kivelli thought all this enthusiasm might break something, like an old man who suddenly decided to walk without his cane. He introduced them quickly, and she couldn’t tell whether Diamantis recognized her. She doubted it, since the condition he was in the first time they met could be best described as smashed.


    “Is that little witch Adriana on tonight?” he asked in good spirits. “She’s gone to the devil.” One corner of the Smyrniot’s mouth crooked towards his chin.


    “Another devil, you mean.” Diamantis laughed and the Smyrniot laughed too, though it sounded like it choked him a little. The men walked towards the table, their arms resting on each other’s shoulders. Kivelli thought this might be a good moment to escape, until Diamantis looked back at her and tossed out his bait. “Are you joining us, Miss?” he asked, pouring himself a glass of wine before sitting down.


    “I was already sitting there,” she replied, sounding more offended than she’d intended. “You are joining me.” She took her seat again and pushed her glass towards him. He filled it up halfway, but when she didn’t pull it back immediately, he topped it up.


    “I hope you don’t mind the intrusion, then,” he said, turning his chair to face the stage.


    “Be my guest,” she replied, and turned her chair as well. “Or the Smyrniot’s.” She lifted her glass in a half-hearted toast. He responded in kind, then emptied it like a man dying of thirst. They sat in silence, strangers on a train forced to share a compartment, coincidental passengers unwilling to engage in small talk, which suited her just fine.


    Their host had disappeared again, rounding up his musicians from the various corners and tables where they had scattered during the intermission. They were slowly taking their places on stage, plucking a few strings, tuning their instruments and talking in lowered voices so as not to be heard by the audience. Kivelli knew these discussions were of no importance; they were as likely to be about what they would eat, or where they would go after they were done for the night, as they were about what songs came in what order. The oud player pointed to her table, said something to Kosmas, and they both nodded. Maybe they recognized her after all. Or maybe they were just talking about her ridiculous hat. She took it off and placed it on an empty chair. The Smyrniot wasn’t likely to sit with them, not until the end of the set anyway, and by then she would be gone. The musicians were all on stage now, sitting quietly and waiting for their leader, who stopped by the table before taking his place at the helm.


    “Would you be interested in singing a song or two,” he asked Diamantis, pressing his hands together in supplication.


    “You should have forewarned me, Panayotis. You know I don’t like to appear without my bouzouki. She gets jealous and then plays tricks on me.”


    Another bouzouki player — that figured. Kivelli refrained from making a bored face, but was unable to stifle the yawn that took its place.


    “Please, Diamantis. Do it as a favour to me. My singers abandoned me tonight, and the people want to hear a song. Nikos the oud player brought his bouzouki. He said you could use it.”


    Diamantis looked towards Nikos and waved two fingers at him in acknowledgement and thanks. He then clasped the Smyrniot’s hands. “How can I refuse, my friend. You’ve done me enough favours already. But next time, give us a warning.”


    “Marvellous, Diamantis. And we’re squared up now.” He then turned to Kivelli, his tone somewhat less flattering. “And how about you — can you sing ‘The Goodtime Girl’?” The Smyrniot’s eyes demanded her compliance, and she was aware that she now had Diamantis’s full attention.


    “Why not,” she began, “but only if …”


    “Fine then. I’ll call you when it’s time. And don’t drink too much of that wine. I need you to remember all the words. This isn’t Barba Yannis’s.” And with that he bounded up the two steps to the stage, introduced himself and the orchestra, and underwent the transformation that changed him into someone she didn’t want to kill — not while he was playing, anyway.


    “You spent some time at Barba Yannis’s? Nice guy, but not too lucky. I hear he’s learning to play the baglama in jail.” He reached over and grabbed an olive from her selection of mezzedes, popped it into his mouth and spat the pit into his palm. Kivelli pushed the platter towards him, trying to decide whether a lie or the truth would be more efficient in ending the conversation.


    “I know the place.” She fixed her gaze on the stage, on the three empty seats. Where had to singers gone, she wondered, and why? If the Smyrniot treated them the way he treated her, she could well imagine that they’d walked out on him without looking back. It had probably happened last night, which would explain the sudden invitation. Diamantis’s too, she guessed. In this the Smyrniot was no different than Barba Yannis.


    “Don’t remember seeing you there.” He spat another olive pit into his hand, then dropped both into the ashtray where they lay like the plucked, sightless eyes of a small, dead animal. He filled his glass again and studied her as if she were a species he was encountering for the first time, his eyes grazing her skin like hands with uncut nails. “But you do look a little familiar. Do you live in Piraeus?”


    There were a hundred responses at the tip of her tongue, none of them polite. Kivelli didn’t know which was the bigger insult. That the Smyrniot had insinuated she might forget a lyric in front of this infuriating bouzouki player, or that Diamantis did not recognize her at all.


    “We’ve met before, Mr. Skarlatos. At the square in Drapetsona. I was with the Smyrniot’s wife, and you were communing with the gods of hashish, which is why I suppose you don’t remember me from Barba Yannis’s. You’ll forgive me if I don’t remember ever seeing you there either. You’ve seen one bouzouki player, you’ve seen them all.”


    “I could say the same about women singers.”


    “Not if you’d actually heard me sing.” She crossed her arms over her chest to stop herself from throwing something at him — the knife, the fork, the empty carafe of wine. But another part of her was on the verge of tears. The men at Barba Yannis’s loved her; here, she was nobody. “Please don’t talk to me anymore. You’re upsetting me,” she wanted to say, but the words caught in her throat like slivers of glass, and all that came out was an exasperated gasp. She turned her face towards the stage again. If Diamantis had anything else to say or laugh at, he could do it by himself, like the madmen in the square whom everyone pitied but avoided. When she peeked at him out of the corner of her eye, she saw that he too was watching the orchestra, listening intently and keeping rhythm with his fingers on his thigh.


    The Smyrniot’s introduction was kinder, more complimentary, than she’d expected. Until he actually said her name and called her a compatriotissa, she hadn’t been certain he was talking about her. As Kivelli left her seat, she made sure not to cast a glance or bat an eyelash in Diamantis’s direction. He was the stranger in the compartment again, and she had thankfully reached her stop. There was no need to say goodbye. It was time to forget everyone and everything except for the music, to reach deep down into herself and retrieve her voice and Marianthi’s words, with which she was determined to slay everyone. Diamantis especially, but also the Smyrniot. Whoever else got wounded in the crossfire was not her concern. They were ghosts from a time and place that no longer existed, no matter how hard they tried to recreate it. What of Smyrna could survive here, where there was nothing but misery and pettiness? There could be no Smyrneans without Smyrna, plain and simple. They were all Misereans now. Since her arrival in Piraeus, she had tried as much as possible to avoid her compatriots because she found no comfort in comparing tribulations or wallowing in her losses. The Bella Vista was not her future but some corrupted version of her past. Tomorrow she would take the train to Thessaloniki.


    The moment she stepped onto the stage, a smattering of applause sounded from various tables, and the anger and bitterness in her chest was replaced with warmth. The music began and Marianthi’s words slithered out of her mouth like charmed snakes, wrapping themselves around waists and necks, slinking down women’s dresses. By the time Kivelli arrived at the final couplet, they had squeezed, tickled and teased everyone in the room to their feet. Except for Diamantis, who remained seated, though he was clapping enthusiastically and yelling “Bravo!” and “Encore!” with all the rest. As much as she wanted to continue, to sing at this station where she might never stop again, she couldn’t stay for a second song, nor was she asked to. So she nodded at the Smyrniot, blew a kiss to the audience and went back to her table. Diamantis jumped out of his seat and held out her chair, then tipped his hat. Kivelli looked at his dark wavy hair and imagined running her fingers through it, yanking it gently but firmly.


    “I must have been completely out of my head not to have remembered that. You will forgive me, I hope.” His eyes, wide and excited, penetrated Kivelli’s, and his smile was making her tremble. Or maybe it was just relief to be finished and the rush of nerves that always followed. If he’d asked her why her hands were shaking, why the wine in her glass was a miniature storm, that’s what she would have said. The orchestra started up again, but people at the closest tables were still congratulating her. Someone sent over another carafe of wine and a plate heaped with pastries — high, light and rich as a wedding cake. Kivelli ran her little finger through the cream and tasted it, then risked smiling back at Diamantis. It didn’t hurt at all, and it dissolved the last knot of tension in her belly. For the first time since she’d walked through the doors, she breathed deeply and freely. She smiled again, with more certainty, but resisted leaning in to kiss his mouth, or lightly run her fingernails down his cheek, or take a long and deep whiff of his neck. He reached towards the plate of pastries, but she pulled it away. “Let’s see what you’re made of, Mr. Skarlatos, then we’ll discuss forgiveness and whether you can taste any of my pastries.” Her heart was pounding, her hands and feet were freezing, tingling at their edges. She felt so alive that a gunshot through the chest might not kill her, and the Smyrniot’s ill humour could not even leave a scratch. She finally sat down, to keep herself from floating up through the cloud of smoke and into the constellation of glass moons. Still grinning, Diamantis watched her take a huge bite out of the top pastry.


    “I’ll save my appetite,” he said, “if you save me a bite.”


    The orchestra struck up again, and they sat in silence, listening. Kivelli knew all the words to the old Smyrnean songs, and although she resisted singing along, she’d stopped wondering about the tribulations of the absent singers and was already picturing herself permanently in their place. Wasn’t that why the Smyrniot had summoned her? It certainly wasn’t because they were friends.


    When Diamantis’s name was called, the applause was louder and more excited than it had been for her. How was it that all these people in Athens knew him but to her he was just the madman from the square? She’d never heard any of the boys at Barba Yannis’s talking about him. Nor had she seen him in any of the other clubs she frequented, passing her empty nights watching the musicians play, their fingers plucking the strings of the baglama and bouzouki, their rough palms slapping the skin of the toumbeleki. Kivelli loved hearing men spit out lyrics like polished stones, which the audience collected and carried home in their pockets. She put them in her mouth and sucked off the salt until her lips and eyes burned. It was much safer to sing than to be sung to. When she sang, she was inside the song, embodied by it, and it could not wound her. When she listened, she was at its mercy, she became its devastation.


    Diamantis, sitting centre stage and improvising on another man’s bouzouki, having his way with it, was devastating. Each note pierced through her like a long, thin needle, and euphoria and bitterness poured out of the puncture wounds in equal measure, blending into something more potent than either. She brought her hands to her face and realized she was crying, but she was also laughing and singing along with him, to him, and he was looking back at her, or at least that’s how it seemed. The manghes at Barba Yannis’s always thought she was singing exclusively to them too. But then Diamantis winked at her. In response, Kivelli blew him a kiss and tossed the flowers that were on the table at his feet, their wet stems spattering dark spots on his perfect grey trousers. If she’d had a little more wine, she might have danced, though the song Diamantis sang was meant for a man to get lost in. It wouldn’t have mattered at Barba Yannis’s or anywhere else in Piraeus. Here she settled for moving her feet under the table, clapping her hands above her head.


    After he had taken his bows and picked up the flowers he’d been showered with, he walked towards her. He offered her the bouquet, and she took a bite out of a pastry and placed the other half in his mouth before he could say a word. His mouth opened readily, accepting it as naturally as her mouth might have swallowed his tongue if he had bent down to proffer it. They clinked wine glasses, emptying the carafe quickly and ordering another.


    By the time the Smyrniot came back with his proposals, neither Kivelli nor Diamantis was interested in anything other than the way out the door and back to Piraeus. “Can you come back here on Thursday,” the Smyrniot asked Kivelli, sounding prickly, though not more so than usual. A full week she would be happy to turn into a year if she could spend it with Diamantis, but she knew enough to say, “Yes sir, most certainly. I’ll be back with bells on my toes and gold on my tongue. I’ll spit gold at everyone’s feet.”


    On the ride home, in a cab driven by no one she knew, Kivelli forgot to tell Diamantis that he shouldn’t plan on spending the whole night. Instead, they sang songs they both knew. Sometimes he took the female role and she the male, much to the amusement of the driver, who would tell the story of his two giddy passengers over and over, without knowing who they were or who they might one day be. He took the long way back and charged them full fare, though they were too drunk on wine and song and the salt smell of the Piraeus port and each other to care.


    Outside Margarita’s house Diamantis lit a cigarette and asked Kivelli if she was certain she wanted him to come up. She placed a hand over his mouth, held a finger to her lips and eased open the front door. Aspasia was sound asleep on the divan, and Margarita’s snores echoed through the hallway. Taking Diamantis’s hand, she led him to her room, knowing that once they stepped through the door, all would be lost. She accepted this outcome in the same way she accepted all the things that had happened to her since her arrival in Piraeus. Inevitable, and unstoppable as fire. If she’d had a moment, she might have thought of old Xanthi, or Marianthi, or the ashes that flew out the window bearing Diamantis’s name after the first time they met. But once the door shut behind them, her mind surrendered to her body as it surrendered to him.
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    After the first night Diamantis spent in her bed, Kivelli could not imagine a time when his face and voice did not exist in her mind. Before running into him at the Bella Vista, watching him on stage as he conquered the crowd, she had nearly perfected her methods of disposal. There’d been enough men in her life since she’d arrived in Piraeus, bringing her fresh fish or silk stockings or bottles of wine. She tried to be clear with them from the outset, to leave no loose threads from which to hang themselves. Whether it was Stavros or Dimitris or Memetis, he’d been invited into her bed because he was handsome, or she liked the way he danced, or because he had made her laugh when she sat at his table between sets — nothing more. She also indicated that he would have to hit the road after they were done. It had nothing to do with the quality of the performance, the smoothness or roughness of his hands. She sent her favourites away as readily as those who pleased her less. Most of her Piraeus suitors had no problem with this condition, welcomed it like a strange miracle, though the incidence of narcolepsy after their exertions was high. She was often forced to shake Stavros or Dimitris or Memetis awake, hand him his shoes and watch as he stumbled, bewildered, down the street.


    With Diamantis, it never occurred to her to lay down the law on that first night. The moment his fingertips brushed her knuckles, she forgot about everything that existed outside the back seat of the taxi. After they’d made love, she fell asleep, without a word, without a doubt, as if she’d swallowed a sweet and gentle potion. Kivelli wasn’t certain whether his presence calmed her so that the nightmares stopped, the past temporarily receding into its dark closet, or whether she raved like a lunatic all night long and he was too much of a gentleman to say anything about it in the morning.


    What he knew of her past had to do with where she came from and under what conditions. This was general knowledge, the story of her people and their pitiful end. There was no point in showing him the dead twin she carried on her back. It was possible, of course, that Diamantis put his ear to hers in the middle of the night and listened to her like the ocean, or that she put her lips to his ear to confess her worst secrets and fears.


    What she learned of his past revolved around his life in Piraeus, the capers he’d pulled to prove himself worthy, and the reverence he had for the old man who taught him to play the bouzouki, who left him the instrument when he died. It was the same bouzouki Diamantis played to this day, and he was more faithful to it than he was to anyone and anything else. He also regaled her with the strange and wonderful things the manghes did when no one was watching, without sparing the horrible. It was from Diamantis that she first heard the tale of the Cucumber’s favourite woman, Rubini — pretty as a freshly picked peach, but with the temper of a Fury. One night after a particularly violent argument, she took off while he was sound asleep and installed herself in a brothel on the outskirts of Athens — somewhere she hoped no one would think to look for her. But the Cucumber had his ways, and when he learned of her whereabouts, he gathered a group of buddies, loaded his Colt .45 and hijacked a taxi. “Made the poor sop drive all the way to the countryside at gunpoint. The place was down a dirt road, hidden by trees, and when they finally found it, the Cucumber asked the cabbie to keep track of the time, then to calculate what the whole ride would cost him, including the return trip to Piraeus.”


    “He was going to pay the fare?” Kivelli asked, riveted.


    “He would do something for the cabbie, as long as he waited for him to come back. The Cucumber is a man of honour.” She nodded and waved her hand for Diamantis to continue.


    “His plan was to smoke her out, so he torched the back steps, and Rubini and the rest of the whores came running out the front, naked, coughing and screaming.”


    Diamantis imitated the voices of all the characters, mimicking their facial expressions and gestures. The story brought a flush to his cheeks, and his eyes radiated laughter. Kivelli didn’t find it particularly funny, but she couldn’t help but smile at the way he told it, and forgave him for making a joke out of fire. When he realized his gaffe, he apologized quietly and gravely.


    Naturally, the cabbie had sped off by the time they got back, and when the cops caught up with the Cucumber and his crew, they were carrying poor, half-crazed Rubini down the road towards town, hoisted above their heads like an Easter lamb. Having finally understood the extent of his love for her, Rubini visited the Cucumber in prison every Sunday, but he refused to see her; he’d made his point. Diamantis had written a nasty little song about the whole affair that warned men of the dangers of getting involved with pretty, brainless women. The Cucumber loved it, said he was happy to let other men learn from his mistakes.


    Another time Diamantis imitated an old mangha who had been stabbed in the backside with a fork, careening around the room like a drunk, howling like a dog. Kivelli laughed so hard she couldn’t catch her breath, and Diamantis had to throw cold water in her face to calm her, which she found even funnier. “You would make a great actor,” she said, but he shook his head and frowned. He had no desire to entertain. The antics of clowns and snake charmers and mesmerizers did not interest him; they made him feel ashamed for them.


    “They try to fool and humiliate the people who come to see them, or to come out on top by humiliating themselves. It disgusts me.”


    There were no tricks up Diamantis’s sleeve. He was simply the instrument upon which Piraeus played its life. Getting up on stage, performing for the public, was just an extension of the singing he did up in the caves at Keratsini, or late at night by the waterfront, or in his mother’s kitchen when some of his friends dropped by for a chat and a bite. It had nothing to do with make-believe or pretending to be something he was not. When he picked up his bouzouki in a crowded room, he gave the men his stories, which were the same as theirs because they’d all grown up on the same streets, shared the same women and jail cells, got stoned on the same hashish. There was no separation between them, and he felt as satisfied sitting in the audience and listening to someone else tell those same tales in his own way.


    Diamantis made Kivelli happy, so happy she often forgot to be frightened or wary or sad. The thought of him could put a smile on her face. She pictured him sitting in the metal tub in her room like Poseidon on his throne. She admired his shoulders and chest as she poured water over his head and worked her fingers through his hair, which curled when it was wet, then down his torso and underwater into the dark place between his thighs. Once, she climbed in and sat on top of him without removing her nightgown but lifting it above her waist, the slow, rhythmic waves of their small sea lapping over the sides. She’d also caught herself singing cheerful little songs from her girlhood while completing some mundane task. This change of humour was attributed to his deep brown eyes and the weight of his cheek against her breast in the morning. Her days were less dismal, the relentlessness of the rising sun less heartbreaking when Diamantis was lying beside her.


    Yet in those first moments of consciousness, as rays of light streaked through the shutters, tickling her eyelids, caressing his face, she could not completely forget that this happiness might be temporary, thus could not be fully trusted. Everything could change, without warning or mercy. The world could end, and she might be left on her own once more to watch the sun set on its ruins. Kivelli did not dare allow herself to consider the future — neither one that included him, nor one where he disappeared from the face of the earth. As if it had been tacitly agreed upon the first night, Diamantis too refrained from making any plans that might never be fulfilled and would haunt them like the ghost of a child who had died in its mother’s belly. She did not trouble Diamantis with these grim thoughts, rising from the past and staining the present, afraid they would counteract her charm and make her ugly to him. But after he left, she opened the window and reluctantly cleared away any lingering traces of him, of their night together. Kivelli was determined to keep forgetting — the time long past, yesterday’s news and this morning’s dream. Even Diamantis if it was required.
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    The following Thursday, two hours before Kivelli was to set out for the Bella Vista, there was a soft knock on her door. Not ready to give up the luxurious embrace of half sleep, she tried to ignore it, but a louder knock followed, and then she heard her name whispered with some urgency. She put on her robe and, dragging her feet, went to see who was interrupting her rest. “Oh, it’s you,” she muttered, neither pleased nor angry. Marianthi had a huge smile pasted on her face, as if she were waiting for her picture to be taken, and she stepped into the room without being invited — just as she had the first time and every time since.


    “Aren’t you even a little happy to see me?” she asked, a little wounded. “I’ve come to escort you to the Bella Vista, treat you to a taxi ride. Surprise!” She planted a sticky red kiss on Kivelli’s cheek.


    “That’s very nice of you, Marianthi, but I haven’t even begun to think about getting ready.” She sat down on her bed, rubbed her face with her hands.


    “I can wait,” she replied, making herself as small as she could by backing into a corner and crossing her arms. “I wouldn’t get in your way at all …”


    “I love you, Marianthi, but you would be in the way. Why don’t you just meet me there later tonight? I’ll find my way; I always do.” There was a bowl of fruit on the nightstand, and she grabbed a plum, biting through the deep purple skin, grimacing at its sharp flavour. She offered one to Marianthi, who shook her head, then approached the bed and sat next to Kivelli, ankles crossed, feet swinging back and forth.


    “But I thought it would be so much more fun if we walked in together.” Though she was trying to sound light and spontaneous, there was a trace of whininess underneath. It was the tone women used on men to get what they wanted; Kivelli was completely immune to it. “And shame on you for letting me hear about it on the streets.”


    Marianthi had found out about her friend’s debut at the Bella Vista by chance, from the disdained Elpiniki, who she’d bumped into at the dressmaker’s. “‘I heard a little Smyrnean burnt down the house last week and is coming back for more tonight. Where does your husband find them?’” She mimicked Elpiniki’s pompous schoolmarm voice, exaggerating her innuendo. “Indeed, where does he find them,” she spat, and picked a plum from the fruit bowl, sinking her teeth into its firm flesh. The women sat silently for a moment, sour looks on their faces, as much at the thought of the Smyrniot as from the acidity of the unripened plums. “I didn’t have to spend too much time wondering who exactly the new girl might be.”


    There’d been a big fight when Marianthi confronted him at home. The Smyrniot’s excuse wavered between the fact that he’d summoned Kivelli at the last minute and that it was none of her business anyway. “‘Do I tell you what colour curtains to hang on the windows?’ he yelled, as if it were the same thing. So I picked up the creamer from the silver tea set his mother gave us as a wedding gift and threw it at his head. It missed, unfortunately.” The Smyrniot didn’t flinch as it hit the doorframe and clanked uselessly onto the floor. He kicked it back at her and walked out. All of their exchanges were like this now, she complained. Marianthi left the creamer where it lay, overturned and dented, and went to the kitchen to make herself a cup of strong coffee. Kyra Xanthi had taught her a few tricks, and she was getting good at recognizing the symbols left by the grounds. “They told me that I was going totake a short trip today. To the Bella Vista. By myself. But I thought it would be even better if I went with you. What could Panayotis do then, send us both home?”


    “So he doesn’t want you there?”


    She shrugged and released an exasperated sigh. Luckily Marianthi was so caught up in her battle with the Smyrniot that she didn’t question why Kivelli hadn’t run over to tell her she’d appeared at the Bella Vista, or why she’d made herself so scarce in the week that followed. In her friend’s imagination, Kivelli spent her empty days carousing with manghes in the square and flirting with fishermen and sailors at the docks, doing things and visiting places that were off limits for a married woman of standing. There was no point in disabusing Marianthi of these notions since she seemed to enjoy and even to envy them, though she still wasn’t comfortable walking through Drapetsona by herself, no matter how often she stopped by Kyra Xanthi’s and then took the opportunity to visit Kivelli.


    “He’s a greedy and loathsome bastard. Takes my songs as if he owns them and gives me nothing but grief in return.”


    Kivelli wanted to be sympathetic, but the story was always the same, and they were both starting to annoy her.


    “Leave him, expose him, or stop giving him your songs. It’s quite simple, really.”


    Marianthi nodded in agreement, though Kivelli knew she didn’t dare. She had no means of her own and nowhere to go; to expose him would be to also destroy herself. Her only plans for escape played themselves out inside her head.


    “What if he drops dead tonight, or some mangha shoots him because he looked at him the wrong way? With that face it’s as likely to happen as anything else.”


    “Not at the Bella Vista. It’s not like Barba Yannis’s.” She sounded a little too superior for Kivelli’s liking.


    “Who said anything about the Bella Vista? A lot of the guys around here are mad at him because he won’t take their songs. Someone is going to get stoned enough one day and when the Smyrniot is leaving your house …” She made her finger into a pistol and pointed it at the other woman’s forehead.


    Marianthi laughed nervously. “If that’s his fate, so be it. But until that fine moment I have to keep giving him my songs so that you can sing them for me.” She was dying to hear her words and Kivelli’s voice in public, to see what effect they had on an audience of strangers. “Kyria Effie’s was one thing, but this is the Bella Vista!”


    Kivelli took her hand and noticed her fresh manicure, the stripe of pearly polish in the centre of her nails. “Ok, Marianthaki, we’ll go together. But you have to leave me alone for a few hours. My preparations are private, and this room is too small for an audience. Why don’t you drop in on Kyra Xanthi? She was asking after you the other day.”


    Marianthi pulled her hand away. “You’ve seen Kyra Xanthi behind my back?” She seemed genuinely offended. Kivelli had seen that accusatory look before on the faces of jealous men, and tried to keep the lingering malaise the last visit to the fortune-teller’s had provoked from shading her own face.


    “I ran into her in the square the other day. We’re neighbours after all. There’s nothing very mysterious or exciting about it. She had a pair of shoes for me …” The room was suddenly stifling, and Kivelli got up to open the window.


    Marianthi could barely disguise the hurt in her voice. “So that’s what you’ve been up to all week instead of coming to see me. I was sure there was some new man in the picture, and you’d thrown me over.” There was no answer to this, only the empty space Kivelli’s apology should have filled.


    “Why don’t you go sit in the square for a while instead of fish- ing for reasons to be angry with me. I didn’t have a chance to come see you this week, but if you come back at eight we’ll catch up on everything on the ride to Athens, all right?” She ushered Marianthi towards the door.


    “Sit in the square by myself? Have you lost your mind? What if someone saw me?”


    Kivelli’s patience was dwindling and irritation raised her voice. “Then go home and come back later. Or I can stop by and pick you up in a taxi. But right now you need to leave me in peace. In a few hours I have to get up on stage and turn myself inside out in front of all of Athens. Please, Marianthi …”


    Crestfallen, she stepped into the hallway. “Forgive me, Kivelli. I just got so excited when I heard, and I missed you all week … I’ll come back in two hours exactly. I’ll just sit in the square and pray.”


    “For what?”


    She smiled. “For the two hours to pass as fast as they can.” Marianthi reached into her bag, fishing for something. “You don’t have anything for me to write on, do you? If I’m going to play the manghissa in the square, I should take some notes. It will help pass the time.”


    “No,” she replied too quickly. “But you can buy some stationary at the kiosk. And don’t worry. No one will eat you. Just order a glass of wine to settle your nerves and enjoy yourself.” With that Kivelli closed the door, locked it and breathed a sigh of relief.


    She immediately began rummaging through a drawer for the envelope that contained the Smyrniot’s invitation. She crossed out her name, then tore a page out of one of Aspasia’s old exercise books. She felt bad for not offering it to Marianthi, but she had her own need for it. How she would get a note to Diamantis at this hour, she was not sure, but their date had to be cancelled. As a man who prized discretion, he would understand. They could meet at the Bella Vista, as if by chance — how they arranged matters at the end of the night was a different matter. Aspasia was dispatched to look for him in the square. She had a big crush on Diamantis and helped Kivelli sneak him out in the morning by distracting her mother in the kitchen, dropping a pot or spilling the vegetablesshe’d just washed on the floor. The prospect of standing before him and handing him the note thrilled her, even though she probably wouldn’t manage to utter a word or look him in the face.


    All week Kivelli had been searching for the right way to tell Marianthi what was going on but had found neither the right words nor the opportunity. She couldn’t announce it in the middle of a game of cards, and that very fact kept her from going over to play. She knew she wouldn’t be able keep Diamantis from Marianthi forever, but this wasn’t the time to explain the whats and the hows, nor did she feel up to fending off her friend’s reaction. She needed to concentrate, to review the songs she’d been told to prepare, and to sit quietly with herself before stepping up in front of an audience that would do with her as it wished. Once this night was over, she would be happy to tell her friend all about her new man and answer the inevitable questions. Better yet, Marianthi could sit with Diamantis at the club, and if he wanted to, he could tell her himself.


    The Smyrniot had given her half her wages in advance for a new dress, but she compromised by picking something out from a second-hand dealer’s cart and saving the rest for her rent. A swatch of mauve fabric had caught her attention from beneath the piles of moth-eaten suits, musty coats and severe blouses that reminded her of Aunt Penelope. The dress was sleeveless, with a low neckline and black beads sewn in a diamond pattern around the hips, and the hem had a sassy flounce that made her feel like a dancing girl in an American movie. She put it on, painted her lips bright red and stepped into Kyra Xanthi’s lilac shoes. It was only the second time she’d worn them, which made her think that the only road they knew led to the Bella Vista. She’d ride over with Marianthi, and Diamantis could carry her home in his arms. The Smyrniot was bound to escort his wife back to Piraeus.
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    How I long to sit beside you

    To hear your angel’s laugh

    Kiss your sweet lips and tell you

    You’ve broken my heart in half

  


  
    Marianthi reappeared at five minutes to eight, glowing as if she had good news to deliver and crackling with anticipation.


    “What’s going on, my girl?” Kivelli teased. “Did Kyra Xanthi predict some smashing success for us, or have you been drinking retsina with the manghes in the square?” In response, Marianthi threw her arms around Kivelli’s neck.


    “I’m just happy. Happy to see you, happy to be going to the Bella Vista to hear you sing.” She was blinking rapidly and was positively giddy.


    “I take it you found something to amuse yourself with while I was getting ready?” This had ultimately involved lying down for another hour. Bathing and getting dressed took her no time at all, but without that extra hour of rest, she would not have been able to live through the night.


    “I followed your orders and sat in the square and had the most marvellous time. I drank some wine, made some friends.”


    “You do look a little tipsy. I hope you didn’t get into any trouble.” Kivelli winked and patted her friend’s warm cheek. Marianthi’s slurred words and languorous gestures made her smile. Normally it was impossible to get her to sit still, but now she draped herself across Kivelli’s bed, her arms thrown behind her head. It suited her, this slowness.


    “Are you ready my friend?” she purred. “I have a taxi waiting outside.”


    “I’ll be done in a minute.” Kivelli looked in the mirror one last time and placed a fresh gardenia behind her ear. “I hope the meter isn’t running.”


    “He doesn’t have a meter. He said he’d count his worry beads until I came back down, then add that to the fare. But when I told him who you were, he put the beads in his pocket and told me to take my time.”


    “Let’s not take advantage then,” Kivelli said, and took a step towards the door, but Marianthi grabbed her wrist.


    “Just a minute. I have a present for you, for good luck.” She reached into her handbag and pulled out a gold bangle, which she slipped over Kivelli’s hand. It hung from her wrist, too big and heavy, weighing down her arm and threatening to fall off. She removed it and handed it back.


    “Marianthi, I can’t accept this. It’s too much, and you know I don’t wear jewellery.”


    “Take it, Kivelli. I have half a dozen just like it from my dowry, and I never wear them either.” It was true that the thin gold cross around her neck and the wedding ring on her finger were her only adornments — other than an assortment of flashy earrings that she hid behind her hair: shells, moons and starfish encrusted with rhinestones and coloured beads. “Sell it if you want to. You’re going to need a lot of new dresses if you become a regular at the club, and I know a sweet little seamstress who will make you one in exchange for it.”


    Kivelli slid the bangle back over her hand, then pushed it up to her forearm like the silver snakes Sophia the Cappadocian wore when she belly danced. “I’ll wear it tonight to please you, Marianthi, and then we’ll see. We’d better be on our way now. You know I detest being late.”


    When they stepped outside, a familiar face smiled at her from behind the wheel of the taxi. The driver waved enthusiastically and started the engine. “Hello to the pretty Kivelli. It’s me again. Your personal chauffeur.” He smoothed out his moustache with his fingers and put on a dignified air. “I guess it went okay last week since you didn’t come looking for me.” Before she could respond, the back door swung open. A long leg emerged and a black polished boot planted itself on the sidewalk. Diamantis tipped his hat, bowed slightly and held open the door for the women. Marianthi beamed at him and laughed girlishly. “Look who I found in the square, Kivelli. Do you remember my friend Diamantis?”


    “I have a vague memory,” she replied in her most neutral voice, “of some madman you once introduced me to.”


    “That would be me,” he replied very seriously. “And I’m still mad, Miss Kivelli, in case you were wondering.”


    “I wasn’t,” she said, and quickly got into the cab before Marianthi saw the panic in her eyes. After both women were in the back seat, Diamantis shut the door and sat beside the driver. “To Athens, Captain,” he commanded, and the car began to move. “Diamantis was going to the club too, so I suggested we all ride there together, make an entrance,” Marianthi explained, a little too enthusiastically, as if she were guilty of something other than coincidence.


    “How convenient,” Kivelli muttered sarcastically. This certainly put her in a difficult position at a moment when all she wanted to do was be calm and prepare herself mentally for her night. She wondered what had happened to Aspasia, though it didn’t matter now.


    “I’m taking a few hours off tonight to hear you sing, Miss Kivelli,” the cabby announced. “I decided it, just like that, when your friends told me where they were going.” Kivelli just nodded whenever she was addressed by the cabby or Marianthi, who was talking enough for all four of them about nothing at all. Both she and the cabby were overly excited about their night out on the town, the unexpected company. Marianthi even invited him to sit at her table, and he replied he would be honoured to, but would not think of intruding. Diamantis sat in perfect silence, looking straight ahead, no doubt planning an escape. Who could blame him with all this useless noise? But if he was in the midst of it, it was his own fault, so Kivelli was disinclined to feel sorry for him. He wouldn’t have wanted her to anyway. She drummed her fingernails against the bangle and stared out the side window, concentrating not on what might happen next but on the aftermath, when she and Diamantis could be alone again.


    When they stopped in front of the Bella Vista, Kivelli was the first one out of the car. There was no hesitation on the sidewalk this time. She marched inside, followed by Marianthi and Diamantis, who the Smyrniot greeted first, as if both women were invisible. He then turned his attention to Kivelli, directing her towards a door that led backstage where she could leave her things.


    “She can leave them with me,” Marianthi piped in, and the Smyrniot looked at her as if he’d just noticed her standing there.


    “What a surprise,” he pronounced in a flat tone, though his ears were burning with rage.


    “You know that I’m mad for Kivelli’s singing,” she replied, averting her eyes from his, turning them pleadingly towards her friend. Diamantis had already excused himself and was shaking hands with a few of the other musicians. Kivelli too wished to be far away from their little trio. “I think I’ll have a look backstage,” she began, which prompted Marianthi to link arms with her. “I’ll keep you company,” she said, leading her away. “And Panayotis, my boy, be good and reserve a table up front for Diamantis and me.” She threw this over her shoulder like spilled salt. It had its effect, because when Kivelli came out to sing, Marianthi and Diamantis where seated at the best table in the house, their chairs as close to each other as those of would-be lovers on their first stolen rendezvous.


    Marianthi leaned in to whisper something into Diamantis’s ear, her hand resting lightly on his forearm. He smiled warmly at her, refilled her glass several times — Kivelli had never seen her drink so much — and offered her mezzedes, but stopped short of feeding them to her. Wasn’t that how their affair had started a week ago? For all her eagerness to come hear her sing, Marianthi hardly seemed to be paying attention at all, applauding only for her own songs, and even then, a little bit late. The minute the next song started, she was on top of Diamantis again, no better than the working girls at Barba Yannis’s making their pitch at the end of the night.


    Did the Smyrniot see it the same way from where he stood? He seemed to be avoiding looking in their direction altogether. The sight of her best friend with her lover gave Kivelli a slight but unmistakable cramp between the breasts. This, she supposed, was what jealousy felt like. During the intermission she would take Marianthi aside and tell her about Diamantis. Then she would have to behave herself, stop leaning into him and fluttering her hands about his body like a mating bird.


    Kivelli closed her eyes, concentrating on the music, on the lyrics she was singing, riding the song’s wave until it crashed on the shoreline and soaked those who stood too close. But one eye kept flickering open, like a guttering candle that provided only intermittent and inadequate illumination. Whether the first set had gone well or horribly, she could not say. Marianthi’s assurances hardly convinced her, and even Diamantis’s praise did nothing to assuage her doubts. Instead of sitting with them at the table of honour, she asked Marianthi to join her in the dressing room. And though she immediately followed Kivelli, she was still looking back at Diamantis.


    The dressing room was empty, the male musicians preferring to mingle with friends in the audience or with each other at the bar that ran along the back wall of the club. Kivelli sat in a chair and watched Marianthi as she primped in the mirror, smoothing her hair and touching up her face. From her purse she extracted a small silver phial of perfume and applied drops to her wrists and neck, filling the small room with the scent of freesia. She always wore too much perfume, Kivelli thought, but this was not the time to criticize. It was the least of their problems.


    “Are you having a nice time?” she asked, trying to sound casual. She looked through her purse for nothing in particular, hoping to find something that might make the next few moments easier. A sliver of Bursa Black, perhaps, though Marianthi was already high enough.


    “It’s an absolutely marvellous night. The wine has made me all tingly, and you sang so beautifully, Kivelli. Even better than at Barba Yannis’s or Kyria Effie’s. Diamantis thought so too, especially when you sang my songs. We were both very, very moved. If only he knew …”


    Kivelli put her purse on the floor, folded her hands in her lap and tried to sit as still as possible. She hated to fidget; it made her even more nervous. Marianthi’s bracelet was choking her arm, cutting off the circulation in her fingertips. “You seemed a bit … distracted. I wasn’t sure you were listening.”


    “Oh, I was distracted. Who wouldn’t be with a beauty like Diamantis so close? It’s like sitting next to a volcano that’s about to explode, but you can’t convince yourself to run because the view and the heat are so spectacular. But I heard every word you sang, and I sang along with you on the inside.” Marianthi placed her hands over her heart and walked over to her friend. “You’re not feeling neglected, my dear.” She began caressing Kivelli’s hair and face. “You know I love you the best, but when Diamantis is around, I’m completely helpless. I don’t know what comes over me. You must think I’m ridiculous.” She laughed like a schoolgirl, and Kivelli felt a cramp in her chest again — not from jealousy this time, but from remorse. She took Marianthi’s hands, and with her heart beating in her throat, asked her to sit down.


    “You sound very serious all of a sudden, Kivelli,” she said, taking the seat across her. “Is there anything wrong? Are you not enjoying yourself? It’s going wonderfully, don’t worry. I even saw the Smyrniot smile at you, though he’d never admit it. It has nothing to do with you, you know. He treats you like that to spite me…”


    “Marianthi,” she began, her voice lowered as if she were talking to herself or praying. “I have something to confess. Something I should have told you earlier, and now I fear you’ll be upset with me.” Tears gurgled in her throat, and a few spilled onto her cheeks. Marianthi quickly wiped them away with her handkerchief and looked at Kivelli with sympathy and concern.


    “Upset with you? There is nothing you could do, my light, that I would not forgive you for the next minute. I love you better than my own sister. It would hurt me too much to stay angry with you. I don’t think I could bear it.” She kissed her cheek and held her hands tightly. The floor seemed to be rumbling and shifting beneath their chairs.


    “There is something going on between Diamantis and me.” Had she said this out loud or just thought it? She hadn’t intended to blurt it out like that, but she couldn’t hold back any longer. And there were no prettier words that might have softened the blow.


    Marianthi’s grip immediately loosened — she didn’t let go, just ceased holding on. Deep creases lined her forehead and all the colour drained from her cheeks. She stared at Kivelli, unblinking. “Between you and Diamantis?” she repeated slowly and nodded, as if the words and their implication were just sinking in. She then extracted her hands and went back to the mirror, fussing with her hair again, applying more rouge, more colour to her lips. “Of course there is. It’s exactly what I’d hoped for — you and Diamantis.” Her voice was too steady to be telling the truth. “I’m a married woman, after all. Since it can’t be me, it might as well be you.” She walked towards the door, refusing to look back.


    “I was going to tell you, Marianthi. In a better way than this. But then you showed up with him in a taxi. I’m sorry.” She stood up and caught a glance of herself in the mirror. She wished she looked as upset as she felt, but hiding her sadness was a habit that was hard to break. “I’m so sorry,” she repeated.


    Marianthi turned around, a stiff glee frozen onto her face. “There’s nothing to apologize for. I’m just a little embarrassed. Serves me right for introducing you in the square that day. I’ll see you out there.” She blew a limp kiss and left. Kivelli did not follow her. She needed a few minutes of silence before entering the fray again. Would Marianthi still be in the audience during the second set? Maybe she’d sit with the cabby, who’d settled for a table in the back, close to the exit. He might even offer to drive her home. They could talk about it tomorrow. Kivelli would definitely pay her a visit tomorrow.


    When she took the stage again, Kivelli saw that Marianthi was still sitting with Diamantis, though she’d moved her chair to the other side of the table, as far from him as possible in such tight quarters. But now he was the one who seemed intent on holding her attention, leaning over the table so he could be heard over the music, waving his hands around as if he were telling her the story of the fork stabbing. At least that’s what it looked like from her perch.


    After the last song was sung and applauded, after bows were taken, plates passed and offered drinks drunk, Kivelli made her way back to their table to see where things stood. Marianthi immediately sprang out of her seat, announcing she’d be riding home with her husband. She thanked them for the lovely evening and said she hoped to see them both again soon.


    “Shall we share a ride back to Piraeus together, Miss Kivelli?” Diamantis gallantly proposed, still playing the coincidental and convenient acquaintance.


    “Why don’t you?” Marianthi replied before Kivelli had a chance to speak. “The two of you have so much in common. Take good care of my girl, Diamantis, or you’ll have me to answer to.” She leaned over and kissed Kivelli and then Diamantis on the cheek before sauntering off with as much dignity as she could muster, towards her scowling husband who was standing by the door looking nervous, as if he expected an ambush.


    Kivelli and Diamantis rode back to Piraeus without speaking, their hands resting on each other’s thighs, each lost in private thoughts. If he suspected a shift in her mood, he did not mention it, and she did not question his silence or the slight heaviness in the air between them. They didn’t make love that night, and Kivelli slept in fits, waking every hour, distraught, and almost wishing she was alone.
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    It was several days before Kivelli made the trip to Castella. This delay was in part a result of her being otherwise occupied with Diamantis, though she was also hoping that Marianthi would take it upon herself to seek her out and forgive her. She didn’t feel guilty about her new relationship, but she could not deny that her happiness was causing her friend pain. It was Marianthi’s own fault, of course, and Kivelli could easily blame her for pointing him out in the first place. “There’s your man,” she’d announced and pulled her towards him against her will. That afternoon in the square, it was clear Marianthi wanted Diamantis, but also that she could never have him. How foolish to think she could orchestrate their affair, live through it in the same way she put words in Kivelli’s mouth. But it was not her intention to make Marianthi feel worse by accusing her of being the mistress of her own suffering. What she wanted to tell her was that she loved her.


    When Kivelli knocked, she saw the white lace curtains ripple, but no one came to the door to let her in. After a few moments she tried again, and when there was still no answer, she reached for the door knob. It was cold to the touch and sent a shiver up her arm and into her heart. How many times had Marianthi walked in on her unannounced before they could even be properly considered friends? Under different circumstances Kivelli would not have taken such liberties, but she could not bear to let another day go by in this silence, which was louder than any curse or admonishment Marianthi might have thrown her way. The door was unlocked, so she stepped inside, shut it quietly behind her. The house was still and dark, every room closed off. She heard the faint shuffle of footsteps at the end of the hallway, so she took off her shoes and walked towards the kitchen. Marianthi’s servant, Leanna, had her arms plunged up to the elbows in a wash basin filled with steaming water. The girl, another refugee, survived by scrubbing people’s underclothes and floors. Her birdlike face was as red from the steam as her hands were from the hot water, and her caramel coloured hair hung limply over her forehead. She gave a little yelp when she saw Kivelli.


    “Where’s your mistress, Leanna?” she asked, but the girl wouldn’t answer or look at her, focusing all her attention on a stubborn stain beneath the suds. “Answer me, Leanna, or I’ll tell her you let me in.”


    She glanced at Kivelli and scrubbed even more vigourously. She had obviously been told to keep her out, but had forgotten to lock the door behind her when she came to work. “Kyria Marianthi doesn’t want to see anyone today. She’s not feeling too well.” She pulled one of Marianthi’s nightgowns from the washbasin — long and white, with lace around the hem and collar. It was almost completely transparent when wet, though still prim and wifely. Did she actually sleep in such a thing? It had probably been part of her dowry. Or someone else’s. Leanna transferred the gown to a second tub filled with clear water and began dunking it as if she were baptizing it. She began to sing an old Smyrnean song about a naughty girl who breaks all her mother’s dishes.


    “She’s in her bedroom, then?” The girl’s head bobbed, more to the rhythm of her singing and dunking than in answer to the question. Kivelli was beginning to lose patience with this false drama that the lady of the house was undoubtedly directing from the other room. “Don’t bother, I’ll find her myself,” she said, raising her voice so she was sure to be heard, and so Marianthi could choose her next actions accordingly: slip under the covers and pretend to be sound asleep, hide in her armoire or behind her curtains. Kivelli had never been inside her bedroom; she was not even sure which of the closed doors led to it. She left the girl in the kitchen, wringing out the nightgown as if she were strangling a particularly tough chicken.


    One by one, she opened doors, a little wary about what she might find. The first room was the Smyrniot’s study, which contained a few instruments, some of his clothes draped over a chair, and a narrow divan where he spent his nights when he bothered to come home at all. Next to it was the dining room, empty and dusty, as if no one had been in it since the first time she’d visited and sang while the Smyrniot judged and Marianthi cried. The sitting room, with its plush, blue sofa, looked equally abandoned. What a shame, Kivelli thought, to have such a house and not know how to occupy it properly.


    She found Marianthi behind the last door, lying in the centre of a very large bed, on top of a bedspread made of white needlework. Her arms were crossed over her chest as if she were the guest of honour at a wake, and she was wearing her white and red flowered dress. She looked too stiff and uncomfortable to be asleep. Kivelli watched her from the doorway, waiting for an eyelid to twitch, an eyelash to flutter. Marianthi took a deep breath, but did not move or look at her or speak.


    “If I’d known, I would have brought some candles, a priest, and Pandelis the hat seller.” Kivelli went to the window and unlatched the wooden shutters, flooding the room with afternoon light. It was a pretty room, if somewhat devoid of character. It didn’t suit Marianthi, who had inherited it from some family whose character it had once expressed before they lost even that. She pulled the chair out from the vanity and sat next to the bed. “I was wondering why I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of you all week. Even Kyra Xanthi came asking after you at my place. Her cups and cards didn’t provide an answer, and it’s much too far for her to walk all the way here, so I promised to come see what became of you. She counts on your visits to put beans in her pot, you know.”Marianthi’s lips parted, let out a breath, then sealed shut again. She placed a hand over her eyes and sighed though her nose.


    “If you’re never going to speak to me again, Marianthi, you should at least tell me so I can go throw my words down an empty well and have my echo for company.”


    Marianthi moved her hand over her mouth and yawned deeply, then opened her eyes and looked directly at Kivelli.


    “Did Leanna let you in? I told her not to.”


    “Then you should have locked the door yourself. But most suicides count on being found in time. So I’m here to save you.” She forced a smile, but her friend did not return it. When Marianthi propped a pillow against the elaborately carved headboard, Kivelli noticed the bas-relief of the garden of Eden, complete with an immense apple tree and a snake.


    “I’m no suicide, Miss Kivelli. You are a murderess,” she stated matter-of-factly, if somewhat dramatically. “Why couldn’t you just tell me about Diamantis before I made such a fool of myself? I could die of embarrassment.” She blushed as if to make the point.


    “Embarrassment or jealousy, my friend?” Kivelli reached for her hand, but Marianthi pulled it away, smoothing out her skirt and the bedspread around her.


    “Maybe both, but right now I’m so embarrassed that I haven’t had time to measure my jealousy. You could have just told me, in your room, in the taxi, in the dressing room before you got on stage, and probably a hundred other times. Then I would’ve had the luxury of feeling jealous, and I might have even enjoyed it a little. But now I just feel betrayed.” She looked away and reached into the night table for a handkerchief.


    “Betrayed by me or by him?” Kivelli asked gently.


    “He’s not my sister. And he can’t be blamed. Of course he’d fall for you — what man wouldn’t?” Marianthi dabbed her eyes and blew her nose. “When you never mentioned him after that first meeting, I thought you’d forgotten him, disposed of him like all the other men who’ve crossed your path. But now I see there was something else going on all along, behind my back. How the two of you must have laughed at me.”


    “It’s not like that at all, Marianthi. I had forgotten, and I never saw him again until last week. At the Bella Vista. You might as well blame your husband for our meeting.” Kivelli could have told her that Diamantis hadn’t remembered her at all, which would have certainly pleased her sulking friend, but her pride wouldn’t permit it. “I wasn’t keeping it from you. I told you as soon as possible, under the circumstances. You’re my sister and I love you. I owe you so much …”


    Marianthi was silent for a moment, then locked her eyes onto Kivelli’s. “Even him?”


    “Even him,” she lied, and took her friend’s hand.

  


  
    MARIANTHI WANTED TO KNOW EVERYTHING: how it felt to sleep in Diamantis’s arms, the texture of his lips on Kivelli’s neck, the bouquet of his breath in the morning. When a detail or two was provided, she got flustered, though she pretended it was excitement that made her cheeks red, her mouth so tight. If Kivelli refused to discuss her nights with him, she became testy. “It would only embarrass you,” became the standard reply, after which she would try to change the subject. This, however, did not stop Marianthi’s questioning, her masochistic need for details.


    In return Marianthi taunted Kivelli with stories about other women Diamantis had been involved with — how they met and, more importantly, how it had ended in tears or worse. Her favourite tale featured a singer named Tatiana, a married woman who was shot by her husband when he found out about the affair. The husband was, in turn, shot by another of Tatiana’s admirers, and it took a long time for it to come out that Diamantis had anything to do with her death. No one would have put it together had he not written a song about it, expressing less regret about her demise than resentment at having been a slave to her whims. “Liar, you got what you deserved” was the song’s overwhelming sentiment. Kivelli pointed out that this did not bode well for Marianthi’s aspirations, whereas Marianthi was certain that it had implications for Kivelli.


    Soon tired of the snippy interrogations, Kivelli declared she would have to be allowed her privacy, and that Marianthi needed to accept how things had turned out. “I am Diamantis’s lover and you are married to the Smyrniot, for better or for worse.” If she could have given up Diamantis for her friend, she would have, but she couldn’t. She was addicted, and he was a sweeter addiction than hashish or wine or honey candy. Perhaps it would have been easier had Kivelli met him on her own, introduced him to Marianthi as if he were her discovery. How could she feel betrayed then? But it might have been worse. At least this way it was as if Marianthi had given her the type of gift she longed to receive, beautifully wrapped and sealed with a kiss. It hurt her to part with it, but she was also very proud of her taste, of the appropriateness of her selection. Her magnanimity took a bit of the sting out of her jealousy, and she might have even convinced herself that by giving Diamantis to Kivelli she could borrow him occasionally, like a sweater or a crystal bowl for a party. That’s what her questions were: her attempts to use him, just for a while, with her friend’s consent. But Kivelli couldn’t spare him, not even for a minute. She was too busy using him. Even when they were not together, she was still using him. Even when she was asleep, he was being used. When she tired of him, whoever wanted him could have him — Marianthi, Narella, Kiki, whoever. But Kivelli warned that it might take a very long while; until then, the subject was closed.


    Diamantis quickly became a deep hole in their relationship, which the women were forced to tiptoe around because falling in would be fatal. Every interaction was now fraught with tension, which made the hole wider, driving them farther apart. They continued to see each other regularly, as if nothing were amiss, hoping perhaps that things would smooth themselves out. If the Smyrniot was there, so much the better. He covered the hole with a sheet of glass that temporarily bridged it but did not conceal it. Not so long ago, they would arrange to meet only when they were sure he would not be home so they wouldn’t have to censor themselves. Now they were freer when he sat between them. They spoke exclusively about her work at the Bella Vista, but it felt like real communication compared to the monosyllabic exchanges they had when they were alone that added up to nothing but discomfort and mistrust.


    As for how Diamantis felt about Marianthi, Kivelli didn’t ask and didn’t want to know. It would do her no good, no matter what his answer was. If he admitted he had feelings for her, but was stopped by his respect for the Smyrniot, she would not be able to look either of them in the face ever again. She was not a jealous woman, but this would have been too much, and she could not bear to lose them both. Even if he said no, who’s to say that a seed wouldn’t be planted in his mind? Marianthi was attractive and vibrant, and they had more in common than he suspected. If he knew she wrote those songs, had the same passion as he did, he would have no choice but to fall for her. Kivelli didn’t want to be responsible for that.


    When she allowed herself, she could easily see them together. She knew what was lovable about each one, what they would fight about, how they could make up. At their wedding she could be both best man and maid of honour, direct the whole thing from beginning to end. It was the one advantage Kivelli had over her friend. Marianthi only knew her; Diamantis was nothing more than a handsome conjecture.


    Maybe in another life the three of them would sit together and laugh over the silences, the suspicions and aborted conversations, put it all down to a symptom of the times. In ten years none of it would matter anymore, of that Kivelli was almost sure. Maybe not even in five years or five months or five minutes.


    Despite this knowledge, the friends continued their pointless struggle, committing to it as if it would last forever, as if there had never been a before and would never be an after. They embraced it as if their lives depended on it, even though by morning it could all change. Anything could happen, depending on whether Kivelli and Diamantis fought that night, and how long they kissed afterwards. If it did change, she promised Marianthi would be the first to know.
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    During the weeks that followed, Diamantis became more and more necessary to Kivelli’s well-being, while Marianthi’s face began fading from her memory. Then one day she appeared at the singer’s door as if nothing had changed, inviting her to spend the afternoon at a fancy hammam in Kokkinia. “It has Armenian attendants, marble basins and a depilatory room,” she said, trying to sound enthused.


    Kivelli had never acquired the habit of bathing in public, taking care of her personal hygiene with others in attendance. In Smyrna they’d had a large bathroom with a marble tub long and deep enough to drown in. There was no need to travel for the luxury of cleanliness, no need to show other girls what was hiding under her ruffles. She knew how they talked: any perceived defect spread so quickly through the town that the matchmaker was making excuses for it before the girl’s hair had a chance to dry. It wasn’t so different at Kyria Effie’s. Kivelli had never understood why women were so vicious to each other, but she did now. It was the comparisons they feared, the desire they could imagine when they saw their rival’s body.


    She accepted the invitation for two reasons: the first was that the perennial water shortage in Piraeus was still forcing her to wash in her shallow bath or daub herself with a sponge, which didn’t leave her feeling particularly clean; the second and perhaps more pressing reason was that Marianthi wanted it, and given their current malaise, it was the least she could do for their friendship. They didn’t say much on the ride to Kokkinia. Marianthi told her the baths were built over a large well and that Wednesdays were reserved for women, and Kivelli made idle conversation about the weather.


    The hamman’s foyer was decorated with marble statues and a small fountain with a naked nymph pouring a stream of water from a jug. When Kivelli tried to pay the woman who sat behind the reception desk, Marianthi intervened, handing over a blue envelope and requesting the full treatment. Two female attendants were promptly summoned — young women, a little prune-faced from spending so much time in the damp — who led them to separate changing rooms. Kivelli was handed a white towel and told to undress and wait. After the girl left, she took off her dress and her underclothes and wrapped the towel around her torso, then lay down on a cot with white cotton sheets and closed her eyes. She pictured Marianthi in her changing room, and suddenly found herself deeply curious about her friend’s breasts, buttocks, and the thatch of hair between her legs — the colour, the way the hairs curled and how high up they spread. To see her naked was to know her completely, this woman she loved like a sister and who now considered her an enemy. When the attendant tapped on the door, Kivelli wrapped the towel tighter around her body and followed her through a narrow corridor into the steam-filled world of women where Marianthi waited.


    She was already stretched out on the marble bed in the centre of the main bathing room, resting on her stomach and free of her towel. Her skin seemed malleable under the hands of her attendant, who lathered her up and scrubbed her vigourously. Beams of pale sunlight from the domed roof opened paths in the misty air and fell on her like spotlights, illuminating small segments of her body — the space between her shoulder blades, her right buttock, the crease behind her knee. The room was silent except for the thin trickle of water coming from copper faucets placed in even intervals around the room, and the sound of the straw-coloured cloth rasping against Marianthi’s skin. It took Kivelli’s eyes a few minutes to adjust to the hot watery air before she noticed the other women sitting on the low marble benches next to running faucets. Some washed themselves slowly and sensuously as a caress, others were attended to by young, topless women who poured water out of ceramic urns and lifted their clients’ arms above their heads in order to wash the soft insides of their arms, the crease under the pillows of their breasts.


    Trying to remain discreet, Kivelli studied her fellow bathers, the ones with the folds of belly pouring into their laps, the ones with nipples large as sand dollars or pink and pointed as baby’s tongues, the ones whose sex was hairless. The old women sat with an ease that made them seem like permanent fixtures sprung from the marble benches. The young women cleaned themselves with a certain urgency, turning their backs to the centre of the room when they scrubbed between their legs, then splashing the contents of the urn onto themselves over and over again, as if they would never come clean. She watched them and she could feel them watching her, their cat’s eyes peering through the steam, until her attendant indicated with a wave of her hand that it was time for her to surrender her towel so that she could begin her work. Marianthi, in a trance on the marble bed, her eyes closed, her face turned away, had not yet noticed her friend’s presence.


    Kivelli closed her eyes as warm water poured over her head, and when she opened them again, Marianthi was staring at her intensely, studying her body, her nakedness as if assessing it, weighing out its worth and its weaknesses. This was also what Kivelli was doing to her, the woman who had given her friendship, her songs and the man of her dreams. She searched for something that would make her love Marianthi less so she would not be forced to feel grateful, and she imagined her friend doing the same to stop herself from feeling so betrayed. As she lay there stripped of all pretence, Kivelli saw what a formidable woman Marianthi was, a woman who in her own way got everything she wanted. She had already conquered the Smyrniot, she’d acquired both Kivelli’s voice and her friendship because she’d decided she required both, and it was only circumstance that kept her at arm’s length from Diamantis, though circumstances changed, and in the interim she had sent in an understudy. While the attendant massaged her scalp, it struck Kivelli that she had more to fear from Marianthi than the other way around. She was like a land mine with her most potent stores buried far below the surface; if she was stepped upon too hard, she would take all of them with her — including Diamantis, who suspected nothing, or at least had not yet understood his suspicions, her desires. The attendant poured cool water over Kivelli’s head just as Marianthi stood up, naked and glowing, a sly grin on her face as if she’d heard her friend’s thoughts. “It is not my beauty that is a danger to you,” the smile said. Marianthi was neither more nor less beautiful, but differently attractive, dark where Kivelli was pale, luxurious where she was spare. Another species entirely. Kivelli was glad to be cloaked in silence, in steam, for if she had to respond to that smile she would not know what to say besides “I surrender.”


    It was Kivelli’s turn on the marble bed, and Marianthi took her place on the warmed stone bench. They did not take their eyes off each other, afraid of what the other might do, what they might miss if their attention was diverted for even an instant. Kivelli looked at her friend’s breasts, large as a pregnant woman’s, then at her round and smooth belly which would never bear children. She knew this hurt Marianthi, yet while she felt sympathy for her, she also felt a malicious glee. Kivelli was perfectly equipped for childbirth, with everything in working order but her interest. Despite her small breasts and narrow hips, for the first time in Marianthi’s presence, she felt like the larger woman. These were ridiculous thoughts, irrelevant and shallow, but she allowed herself to indulge in them, and now it was her smile that was tinged with cunning, though Marianthi didn’t see it because her eyes were closed, her hair full of suds. By the time she opened them again, Kivelli had recovered and felt slightly contrite. She knew that if she were to get pregnant, Marianthi would be the first person to help her get rid of it or offer to raise it as her own. She would accept, as long as the child’s father wasn’t Diamantis.


    The attendant turned her onto her side, placing her arm up over her head, then rolled her onto her stomach to wash her back. With the rough little cloth she removed layers of dead skin that curled off into tiny grey scrolls, scrubbing Kivelli’s breasts and thighs with equal force until she was flayed. Her cheek resting on the warm, wet marble, she drifted off and dreamt it was Marianthi who was washing her, manipulating her body as if she were her child and her lover at the same time. A splash of cold water brought her out of this reverie, and it took a few seconds to recover her bearings in the womb-like room.


    She sat next to Marianthi on the bench, the faucet between them, their shoulders almost touching, the down of their upper arms reaching out like the antennae of tiny, mating insects. They both stared straight ahead, their bodies drained of life, waiting for the next stage in their journey — out of this watery underworld or deeper into it. It was a very peaceful and empty state, free of anguish or expectation. Kivelli had stopped looking at the other women, but out of the corner of her eye watched Marianthi’s chest rise and fall, and all she heard was her friend’s steady breath and the trickle of water. Her hands rested in her lap, cupped as if holding something small and fragile, a baby bird that had fallen from its nest, its heart beating frantically against her palms.


    Marianthi reached over and covered her hands, and Kivelli looked at her, longing to say something, to apologize for all she had thought and done that had hurt her. At the same time, Marianthi turned towards her, eyes glimmering, cheeks moist and shiny, lips slightly parted as if she too were ready to speak. But instead of speaking, corrupting the damp silence, she kissed her mouth, lightly and briefly, before the other cats hidden inside the clouds of steam could determine what they saw. The kiss spread through Kivelli’s body like fire. She picked up the ceramic urn and dumped cold water over her head, screaming out in shock, which made Marianthi and all the other women in the room laugh. The attendant handed her a towel, and she wrapped it around her body and left the bathing room without looking back.


    Back in the changing room, Kivelli stretched out on the cot while the attendant rubbed her with oils that smelled of burnt spices and flowers. Fingertips fluttered over her temple, kneaded and dug into her muscles and underneath her shoulder blades. All at once Kivelli was overcome by sadness, as if the ball of coagulated anguish hidden behind her ribcage had been dispersed by the attendant’s touch. The sadness turned into a searing, blinding pain that inflamed her whole chest, and a sob escaped from her mouth and nostrils. “Stop!” she shrieked, and the girl backed away, apologizing. “We all have one of those spots somewhere in our body,” she said before closing the door, “where our sorrow draws together so we can go on living.” But Kivelli wasn’t listening. She lay on her stomach and cried for a very long time, without a clear idea of what she was crying about. Smyrna? Papa? Constantine? Marianthi? There was so much pain she knew she could cry for the rest of her life. When she finally calmed down enough to leave the room, she discovered her friend had not waited for her. She’d gone ages ago, the receptionist said, but had left a note. With an equal dose of excitement and trepidation, Kivelli tore open the small blue envelope. The large piece of paper it contained had only three little words written upon it in Marianthi’s careful script: “I love you.”


    For a few moments Kivelli stared at the paper, as if more words would magically appear to devour the three, then crumpled it and let it fall to the floor. She left the hammam swearing to herself that she would never set foot there again. She was, however, extremely clean, perhaps cleaner than she’d been since leaving Smyrna. She wandered the streets, slightly dazed, searching not for Marianthi, but for Diamantis, who would help her get dirty enough for Piraeus again.

  


  
    HE WAS SITTING IN THE square with a group of friends, stoned and watching a play performed on a balcony by a troupe of fools for more fools. Kivelli was in no mood for the crude humour or the vulgar banter of the actors and the spectators, who taunted each other equally. “Your mother has a face like the devil’s ass,” an actor in a baggy dress and head scarf called out to a man in the square who was throwing garbage and fish heads up at him. When a fish head smacked the actor on the forehead, the audience went wild, and in response, he pulled up his skirts and urinated on everyone below. This started a riot of hurled obscenities and smashed chairs, which the police didn’t even try to break up. Diamantis was too busy laughing to notice that things had turned ugly.


    “Come, I need to talk to you,” Kivelli begged, without really knowing what she wanted to say or how to say it. “I’m giving you up for Marianthi,” or “I’m giving you to Marianthi,” or “Let’s get hitched and leave Piraeus,” though she didn’t have a destination in mind. One of these statements was as likely to come out of her mouth as another. But Diamantis wouldn’t talk to her and wasn’t going anywhere until he was good and ready. When she tried to pull him by his arm, he shook her off and told her to go home. She asked him to meet her at her room later, but she knew his nod meant nothing, especially since the newspaper on his table was covered in wild squiggles and snakes. Having no other choice, she left him in the melee of the square and made her way back to Margarita’s.


    Behind closed shutters, Kivelli waited for Diamantis to show up while trying to convince herself she was not waiting. She smoked his leftover cigarettes, trimmed the ends of her hair, painted her nails — because she felt like it, not because she was trying to fill up the hours until sundown when it would be time for her to go to work. How she missed Marianthi and her regular, cheerful company. Apart from filling her with melancholy, their impasse had left her with too much time to herself. Kivelli knew at this crossroads that she should turn towards her friend and patch things up but, at the same time, knew she wouldn’t.


    She tried to pass the time by practising some new songs, but it was no use; she could clear her mind of neither her friend nor her lover. Marianthi still wrote most of the words she sang, after all, and lately Kivelli had begun to see how they were directed at Diamantis, and that she was merely the scorned woman’s mouthpiece. This made her feel used and angry, and if one of them was so good as to occupy her during these empty hours between waking up and going to work, she wouldn’t have time for such revelations and dilemmas. Kivelli knew she was partly to blame for this mess because she’d become lazy in her forgetting, unwilling to let go of lovely moments with Diamantis, while hoarding little resentments against Marianthi, both real and imagined, in order to throw the game in Diamantis’s favour. In a perfect world, instead of this flawed and conniving one, she would also collect moments of aggravation with Diamantis — the square, the fish head and his vulgar laughter — as well as saving all the tenderness from Marianthi, including the kiss at the hammam and the note. How was it that she forgave him everything and her nothing?


    In the mirror she applied rouge to her face, drew thick black lines around her eyes. She painted a face over her face to hide the sadness and went to the Bella Vista early because Diamantis had not shown up, and she couldn’t bear to be cooped up in her room alone for another minute. She sat at table with men she didn’t know, flirting and pretending Diamantis didn’t exist. This was, at best, temporary amnesia. When Marianthi and the Smyrniot came in later, Kivelli turned her false face from her friend. She could not bear to look her in the eye, to show her that despite her love for her, despite her best intentions, she had chosen Diamantis. On stage Kivelli closed her eyes and sang Marianthi’s words back to her as tears seeped through her lashes. When she opened them again, the Smyrniot’s wife was gone.
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    Don’t show your face ’round here again

    Spare me your snake-charming talk

    I know you’ve taken up with some tramp

    Down by the Turkish docks

  


  
    Not surprisingly, the more distant Marianthi and Kivelli became, the less contemptuous the Smyrniot was towards his new singer. If he suspected she knew about his arrangement with his wife, he probably hoped her loyalty would shift towards him as he increased her nights at the club from one to two, then quickly to four. She did not assume that he was doing her a favour. People were now coming to the Bella Vista specifically to see her, and on weekend nights they lined up around the block. Always the opportunist, the Smyrniot finally decided to release a recording of “The Goodtime Girl.” “In limited numbers, just to see,” he informed her. “So don’t get your hopes up. I doubt anything will come of it.” His wariness was an act, a habit he had not yet broken. He was enough of a professional to know from the reactions of her audience that the song would be a hit. When it took off immediately, the studio on the fourth floor of the Hotel Xenos became a regular stop for her, sometimes to sing, sometimes to just listen.


    Over a few hectic weeks, they recorded several other songs that Marianthi had shown Kivelli in the days when her secret talent was their favourite game, as well as others she’d never seen before, but in which she could detect her friend’s lilt, her wit, and now her disappointment. Though they’d ceased to socialize and saw each other only on the rare occasion she came to the Bella Vista, Marianthi sent missives through her lyrics, which Kivelli was forced to sing and condemn herself with. She did what she could to change the emphasis, the tone and mood, singing the most cynical ones as frothily as love ballads, turning the ones dripping in accusations into the laments of a broken heart. Occasionally Diamantis sat in on the recording session, playing his legendary bouzouki as she sang her friend’s most passionate pleas to him. Marianthi would have both loved and hated it. She would eventually find out, once the record was released, but perhaps she already sensed it in her bones and was losing sleep over it.


    The Smyrniot never mentioned his wife, and Kivelli never asked how she was keeping or what she was doing to busy herself. Was she still going to Kyra Xanthi’s on the odd Wednesday? Did she drop by Kyria Effie’s on Saturday nights, to test her limits, to hear her songs and to ask Narella what to do?


    Though Kivelli was now at the Bella Vista on Saturdays, the brothel’s musical evenings had become so popular that one of Kyria Effie’s girls had picked up where she’d left off. It was a promotion of sorts, though the girl was also available at the end of the night for whoever was willing to wait and pay a premium, and there were plenty of contenders. The manghes had trickled back into town and Piraeus was its old self again. Barba Yannis had finally been released from prison, a little thinner but even happier than he’d been before. His stint behind bars and his new skills on the baglama had improved his mangha credentials. Kivelli heard he was looking to open another place, bigger than the taverna, with a new orchestra he could sit in with when he felt the urge. She was happy for him, but hoped he didn’t expect her to come back.


    So many of her nights and days were spent in Athens now that she’d become a stranger to Piraeus, her old neighbourhood and even to her room. They were the least likely places anyone looking for her would find her. On the nights she sang, she stayed over at the Hotel Xenos in one of the rooms reserved for travelling musicians, usually with Diamantis, who was happy not to have to sneak in and out of Margarita’s house like a burglar.


    “You know what the boys say about your house? If the widow’s daughter looks at your dick, it will shrivel up and fall off.” He patted the crotch of his pants as if to comfort it, and Kivelli couldn’t tell from the look in his eyes whether he was joking. That such a stupid rumour was circulating about poor Aspasia, she could well imagine, but that Diamantis might take it seriously was just too much for her to swallow.


    “Unless she’s been peeping in on us or you’ve been waggling it at her on your way out, I think you’re safe.” She patted it too, to make sure all was in order; Diamantis’s grin told her that was what he’d been aiming for all along.


    They both liked staying over in Athens, waking up together and making as much noise as they pleased. Sometimes they stayed in bed all day, ordering coffee and food, and lying around until it was time for one of them to be somewhere. Best of all, their indulgence was at Columbia’s expense. At least she was getting something out of her newfound popularity and success. Otherwise, she was still as poor as she’d been at Barba Yannis’s. The male musicians could get away with owning one good suit as long as they took care of it, aired it out at night, hung it properly so it didn’t lose its shape. Most of her earnings, however, were now spent on clothing and accessories — the requisite extras that went along with the role she’d been asked to play. She and the Smyrniot had argued about this in the beginning. Her wish was to dress simply, without frills or feathers, to express the truth of who she’d become. He claimed this would be bad for business.


    “If they just wanted your voice, they could go to a corner taverna, drink some ouzo and listen to a record. And then what would happen to the Bella Vista? No one wants to be reminded of reality, Kivelli. When they come here, they want to see a Smyrnean star.”


    So began the time-consuming task of living up to the expectations of her public. Kivelli found a girl who had been a dressmaker’s assistant in Smyrna. She visited her regularly to look through magazines, choose fabrics and try on her creations. This had once been her favourite way to spend the day, but now she was resentful — of the time it took, of the cost, and of the space all these new acquisitions ate up in her room.


    Overnight she’d been transformed from manghissa to chanteuse. She didn’t feel any different, but she was certainly perceived in a new light. The few details people knew of her recent hardships added to her reputation, her allure. She was now considered officially saved, restored to her proper place, though no one could guess where that had actually been. They made up their own stories, and Kivelli did not dissuade them. It was odd, however, that in all her time in Piraeus, and now at the Bella Vista, where the clientele was almost exclusively Smyrnean, she recognized no one from the other side, and no one recognized her. They had known so many people, received so many visitors that the silver card tray in their foyer was always full, and they’d attended the most important functions and balls. Was it possible that everyone whose path she’d ever crossed had perished? More likely, she had changed so drastically that she saw nothing in the same light, so no one looked familiar. Perhaps her family had survived and lived around the corner but were suffering the same jamais vu. The strangers in the audience might very well be her family, unknown to her now.


    Her fortunes began to improve when she decided to move her expanding wardrobe to the Bella Vista and leave Piraeus behind. Without any trepidation or emotion — and to the accompaniment of Aspasia’s funereal wails — Kivelli moved out of Margarita’s house, leaving behind only a few cakes of lavender soap in the girl’s room as a parting gift. Until something more permanent could be found, she took up residence in the Hotel Xenos. But there was no hurry.


    With no rent to pay or taxis to take back and forth, she could finally live without pinching her pennies, though the habit was hard to break. She made an exception for street musicians and beggar children who did circus tricks and belly dances on street corners. And when she went to hear Diamantis play at Argiropoulos’s, she showered him with flowers and sent him glasses of the best whisky in the house. Kivelli always wore her most dramatic outfits when she went to Argiropoulos’s, not only because Diamantis liked them, but because the Smyrniot insisted. She couldn’t be an asteri at the Bella Vista, an urchin everywhere else.


    Once in a while, Diamantis invited her on stage for a duet, which generated such an uproar that Argiropoulos begged her to come work in his club on the nights she wasn’t at the Bella Vista. When the Smyrniot caught wind of the offer, he made the same plea to Diamantis. They both refused, preferring to mingle their voices in the same way they entwined their bodies: when the mood struck. They did, however, agree to record together, which made the Smyrniot happier than Argiropoulos.


    To her relief, it wasn’t one of Marianthi’s songs but one of Diamantis’s. It was now common knowledge that Kivelli and Diamantis were a couple, which lent a certain cachet to the new recording, and made it an instant hit because people believed they were being let in on their secrets. It was called “Since You’re a Mangha,” and was about what a man had to do to possess the woman he desired. But it was not about them. It had been written long before they’d met and put aside, waiting for the ideal voice and partner to bring it to life. Kivelli liked it even though it said more about Diamantis than it did about her; the woman’s part was not quite right.


    



    If you’re a mangha and want to win her


    You’ll need a gun and sword to get her


    



    It wasn’t a man’s skill with a knife that made a woman want him, but the look in his eyes when he thought no one was watching. Kivelli was thrilled, however, that whatever might happen in the future, this one record would remain as a testament to their moment of perfect happiness. Perfect when she was able to ignore Marianthi’s shadow, which stalked them and skulked in the darkest corners at the most inopportune times.

  


  


  
    32

  


  
    One night after closing time at Argiropoulos’s, Diamantis and Kivelli lingered in the empty room. The front door was locked, but the chairs had not yet been turned up by Timos, the sweeper, who had, for the moment, disappeared. They spoke about the various comings and goings of the night, of the songs the band played well and those that fell flat. It was the quality of the applause, the enthusiasm of the crowd that differentiated the successes from the failures. Even the biggest drunks could tell if things were not quite right. “Never underestimate a drunk,” Diamantis said and laughed. It was a mundane conversation, but even shoptalk turned into sweet nothings when it passed between them.


    Diamantis picked up his bouzouki and began to play “Since You’re a Mangha,” and Kivelli stood behind him, her hands on his shoulders. They took turns singing — two lines hers, the next two his, their voices meeting at the very end. Together they were deadly — gun and bullet, knife and soft belly. That’s when Marianthi’s shadow brushed past them and slipped behind the velvet curtains that flanked the stage. If only I could sing, it whispered in Kivelli’s ear, it would be my nails grazing the back of Diamantis’s neck, my breath parting the short hairs at the top of his head like a caress. It’s not you he loves but your voice. What are you but my instrument, after all, and instruments can be replaced. Sometimes they break, sometimes they are stolen, sometimes they’re left behind in some club or forgotten on a train that is about to crash.


    But what Kivelli did next was not a thing Marianthi could ever do, not even in her imagination. While Diamantis played another of his compositions, she began to dance, lifting her skirts, showing him that she was wearing nothing underneath. It was a trick she’d learned from the girls at Kyria Effie’s, and he smiled as she danced towards the stage, twirling and unbuttoning her blouse, throwing it off and snaking her arms in the air. He stopped playing in the middle of the song so he could follow her. “Come to me, come to me lover, see what I have for your hunger,” she sang to him in a low growl. Marianthi had put those words in her mouth. It was neither the first nor the last irony of their collaboration. They were on stage now, an inch away from the curtain, and Kivelli was sure she could smell Marianthi’s flowery perfume, hear her telltale heart. She took Diamantis’s fingers into her mouth to stop herself from confessing everything, sucking on the rough tips calloused by the strings of his bouzouki.


    “Aman, aman,” Diamantis guttered, then groaned like a man shot with a velvet bullet, and Kivelli held on to him until he stopped shaking. As they composed themselves and gathered their belongings, Timos reappeared, looking rather stoned and amused by their presence. “Still here, friends?” he asked, and then began cleaning the stage, picking up one chair and then the next to get underneath, sweeping up cigarette butts and crushed flowers, pocketing the occasional lost coin. On their way out the back door, Timos called out. “Hey princess, is this yours?” He held up a sparkly earring in the shape of a star. Kivelli touched her ears instinctively, though she knew it wasn’t hers.


    “I don’t think so,” she called back, and hurried out the door. Diamantis, trailing behind her, joked that the old sweeper had probably been watching them all along.

  


  
    THE NEXT SONG THE SMYRNIOT brought her, she refused to sing. He tried to bully her into it, but she pointed out it was inappropriate for the Bella Vista, then asked him what sort of dirty dream had inspired such crassness. “It wasn’t my dream,” he stuttered, snatching the lyric sheet and scurrying away looking both guilty and chastened. No one else in the studio paid any attention to his agitation. Perhaps they all knew where the songs came from and, like her, were pretending not to have noticed. The new song demanded that Kivelli expose herself to the world as she had to Diamantis, “naked as a whore” under her skirts and “dancing and mewling like an alley cat in heat.”


    When the Smyrniot’s wife showed up at the Bella Vista that same night, she was dressed in brightly coloured fabrics that Kivelli and her dressmaker had considered, then rejected. Like the song, it was probably just a coincidence, she told herself. Marianthi waved a gloved hand curtly and gave her a vacant smile before sitting at a table with people Kivelli didn’t know, who seemed very pleased to see her former friend. Had she not been so busy, so in love, and if she still lived in Piraeus, perhaps Kivelli would have tried harder to patch things up with Marianthi. There were times she longed for a friend to talk with about all the things that were rushing in on her, changing her life without her consent in good ways and bad, and even about her feelings towards Diamantis. But once Kivelli had chosen him over Marianthi, there didn’t seem a way to turn back, even half way.


    Without discussing it or making any plans or promises, they were living as man and wife, occasionally introducing each other jokingly as such, though Diamantis still kept his clothes at his mother’s house — a place Kivelli was not welcome. This bothered her in a way she had not expected, but she said nothing and tried to push the feelings away by making fun of the starched old woman. What had happened to her vow to neither possess or be possessed? It seemed she’d conveniently forgotten it. All the things she’d renounced now filled her thoughts: a grand wedding with music and dancing, lily wreaths placed on the couple’s heads by a solemn priest; a house with a thick old palm tree in the front and white bougainvillea pouring over the windows; a sweet-smelling baby that combined their charms, looks and graces. These daydreams were becoming as relentless and unsettling as her charred night- mares. Even as a girl, her aspirations had been more modern, more dangerous, but perhaps she’d had her fill of danger. Kivelli did not dare express these fantasies out loud for fear of chasing Diamantis away. He was better than a husband, she told herself, because he would never take a mistress whom he treated like gold while she washed his socks. She was his mistress, though he didn’t have a wife and his mother did his laundry, which suited her fine. They reserved each other for all the pleasures Athens had to offer, and the only future plan they spoke of was the trip they would take together to Egypt.


    The Smyrniot had planned a ten day tour, and the couple would be appearing in a number of clubs frequented by Greeks and Turks who had managed to live peacefully in that other ancient land. Musicians from both the Bella Vista and Argiropoulos’s would be going too, but Diamantis and Kivelli talked about the trip as if it were their honeymoon. Since her arrival nearly two years ago, Kivelli hadn’t stepped off of dry land, not even for an excursion to one of the small islands close by. Part of her hoped the voyage to Egypt might erase the terrible journey that had brought her to Piraeus, though she also wondered whether, once freed, she would have the heart to come back. She pictured everyone who had influenced her fate seeing her off as the ship pushed out into open sea: Kyria Effie, Barba Yannis, Spiros, the Cucumber, Sakis and Marianthi in her flowered dress, dabbing a hankie to her eyes. She didn’t ask the Smyrniot if his wife would be coming along. It was doubtful. But if she did, they would find a way to coexist for the duration for the journey; they might even be forced to become friends again. What other choice would they have in the middle of nowhere between Crete and Egypt?


    Until that day came, there were many more nights at the Bella Vista, many more songs to sing, and the unsinkable knowledge that between now and then anything could happen. With those thoughts, Kivelli prepared herself for work, humming and playing with the lyrics of “The Goodtime Girl.” She’d sung it so many times it was now more hers than Marianthi’s. It had become her trade- mark song, and she started and ended the night with it so neither early birds nor latecomers would be disappointed.


    As she was leaving for the club, Giorgos, the hotel’s clerk, ran out onto the sidewalk, yelling her name. “Miss Kivelli, someone dropped this off for you earlier.” He handed her a blue envelope, unmarked and thick. She turned it over to see if there was any trace of the sender, then sniffed the paper, which bore the faint scent of freesia. “Can’t say who left it,” Giorgos offered apologetically. “Happened during the previous shift.”


    “Doesn’t matter, Giorgos. I was expecting it.” This was true and not true. If she’d allowed herself to think about it, Kivelli could have predicted its arrival. She placed the envelope in her handbag and decided to forget about it until the end of the night.
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    I’ll dress you in the finest satins and gowns

    All heads will turn when we’re out on the town

    I hope you die of regret for refusing me

    For not spending my money and abusing me

  


  
    When Kivelli stepped into wood-panelled foyer of the Bella Vista, she was swarmed by a babbling, over-excited mob. It took her a moment to recognize its members, so unexpected was their presence. Standing around her in their Sunday best were Kyra Xanthi, her cousin Alekos, Narella, Crazy Manos and Aspasia, her hair loose and hiding her moth’s ears. The girl had decorated herself with every shiny thing Kivelli had given her, and from a certain angle she was almost pretty. Kyra Xanthi’s snow-white hair, until now always hidden underneath a gaudy kerchief, was pulled tight and wound into an elegant topknot, held in place with tortoiseshell pins. She’d also dabbed some colour onto her wrinkled cheeks and lips, which made her look a little bit like Kyria Effie’s sister. Alekos wore a black suit, old fashioned and probably reserved for funerals, and had shaved for the first time in a long time if the number of cuts on his weather-beaten cheeks were any indication. Narella and Manos seemed the least out of place in the opulent foyer. Illuminated by the crystal chandelier, they looked like the most beautiful and refined couple in Athens until they opened their mouths. “Don’t start with me, cunt, or I’ll break you,” he snarled at Narella.


    Kyra Xanthi threw her arms around Kivelli and kissed her cheeks. “You don’t come see us in Piraeus anymore, so we thought we’d bring Piraeus to you.” The old woman’s hair smelled of the frankincense she was always burning. Alekos nodded and smiled, then grabbed Kivelli’s hand and kissed it, blushing as if he’d mistakenly touched her breast. Aspasia was dumbstruck by the grandeur of the foyer and stood dangerously close to the inside door. Every time it opened, she jinked a few centimetres to the left and giggled as if it were the funniest thing on earth.


    “Does your mother know you’re here?” Kivelli asked, wondering whether the transgression would be worth the punishment. The girl tittered and sputtered until Kyra Xanthi pulled her away from the swinging door and answered for her.


    “I told Margarita I was going to visit some nuns from up North, and that I’d received a divine message to bring a virgin with me,” she snickered. Aspasia laughed out loud for a minute, then managed to find her tongue.


    “It’s so sad in the house without you, Kivelli. I’m happy to have my room back, but I’m also very sad.” She reached into a cloth handbag that was obviously her own handiwork and pulled out a small, black satin wallet embroidered with two silver parakeets touching beaks. Kivelli recognized the design from a magazine pattern she’d given her. “I made it for you so you won’t ever forget me.” She shed a few tears and didn’t bother to wipe them away.


    “You’ve done a lovely job, Aspasia.” When they hugged, Kivelli caught a trace of lavender.


    Crazy Manos seemed agitated, whispering furiously to Narella, who slung something back at him, after which he stepped into the club alone. His truculent voice was still audible through the closed door as he repeated his name for the doorman and demanded a table in the front.


    “So what kind of trouble is he going to make for us tonight?” Kivelli asked.


    Narella shrugged. “Who knows, but I don’t think it’ll be too bad. He’s in a good mood. His father decided to give him the butcher shop right away, so now he’s both a mangha and a valued member of society, as he likes to remind everyone.” She smirked and rolled her eyes.


    “And you?”


    “I’m still the same — Effie’s best girl. But soon I’ll be out of there and getting fat on red meat, just like I told you.” She held out her arm. “Do you like my dress? Manos bought it for me.”


    Kivelli touched the raw silk, felt the plumpness of the arm inside it. The dress was certainly second-hand, but it was of fine quality and almost turned Narella into a lady. “One thing you can’t fault him for is good taste in clothes.”


    “And women,” Alekos interjected, and his cousin slapped him playfully.


    “Let’s go inside and see how the other half lives,” Kyra Xanthi said to Narella, taking her arm and leading her towards the door. Alekos and Aspasia linked arms and followed suit. Kivelli never thought to ask how they’d all found each other, or how they’d agreed to come to the Bella Vista as a group. As far as she knew, she was the only thing they had in common, and she’d never introduced them. Manos had managed to get the biggest and best table at the front and, at Kivelli’s request, a waiter brought over red wine and a platter of mezzedes. It was the least she could do for these disparate travellers, who had wandered so far from home to find her.


    The first half of the evening flew by. Narella sang along to all the songs she knew, both from Smyrna and from what she’d heard at Kyria Effie’s. Aspasia clapped stiffly, looking over her shoulder as if she expected Margarita to run in and catch her by the ear that had managed to peek out of the curtain of loose, long hair. Alekos was so happy that he was in tears the whole time. And Kyra Xanthi smiled contentedly, as if everything taking place was her doing. Although his bullying of the doorman got him the best table in the house, Manos stood in the back by the bar, having a drink, scoping the place, looking much more like the mangha he was than a valued member of society. But no one was going to pick a fight with him here, and if he picked one he’d be out on his tail before he had a chance to reach for his knife. Tough as he played it on his own turf, Kivelli doubted he was going to start anything so far from home. She hoped, however, that he might dance; it was the only time she found him attractive. Since the Smyrna-influenced songs at the Bella Vista were too tame to inspire him, she requested “Hey Mangha With Your Knife,” but the Smyrniot refused. “Forget those idiocies. This is not a tekke in Drapetsona.” For the first time in months, she found herself missing Barba Yannis’s.


    During the break, Kivelli did not retreat to her dressing room but sat with her old friends, who toasted her success, her transformation.


    “I almost didn’t recognize you,” Aspasia sputtered, running her fingers down the bodice of Kivelli’s silver gown, then along the strands of crystal beads wrapped around her neck. “You’re like one of those pretty drawings in the magazines.” She paused, her forehead cramped with thought. “But alive.” When the others laughed, Aspasia buried her face in her hands.


    “I always knew you were a coquetta from Smyrna. Even when we were on the ship …” Narella began, but Kivelli didn’t let her finish.


    “Did you know that I’m sailing to Egypt soon?” She filled them in on the details but left Diamantis out of it. What people knew in Athens was one thing; what she sent back to Piraeus where it could reach Marianthi directly was another.


    “But you’ll come back,” Xanthi pronounced portentously, swirling the dregs in her glass of wine as if they were coffee grounds.


    “Will I?”


    “Without a doubt,” she replied, and emptied her glass. “And you’ll bring me back some Egyptian tricks.” Kivelli wasn’t certain what she meant but agreed anyway.


    Narella was staring past her, and Kivelli turned to look at what was absorbing her attention so fully. Crazy Manos was talking to the Smyrniot, gesticulating wildly. The Smyrniot’s hands were shoved in his jacket pockets, and he was staring at the floor. She wasn’t sure who to sympathize with more.


    “What’s that about?” Kivelli asked, wary of the answer.


    “Manos has written a couple of songs. One’s about me. It’s called The Cat.” She meowed and clawed the air with her fingernails, and Aspasia finally pulled her hands from her face to see what was going on. She laughed because everyone else was laughing. “He thought the Smyrniot might be interested in one of them,” Narella continued. “Manos can be very convincing.” Kivelli looked at the odd pair again. Manos was reaching into his jacket, but neither knife nor gun emerged from his pocket. He waved a few wrinkled sheets of paper at the Smyrniot, who said something that made the young mangha put them back in his pocket. The two men then shook hands, and the Smyrniot walked away and sat by himself at his usual table where wine and a plate of food had already been laid out for him. A few moments later, Manos joined them. He looked pleased with himself, though the glow might have come from the whisky he reeked of.


    “Not a bad little place the Smyrniot has here. I could get used to it if the music wasn’t so sugary.” He reached into his pocket again and laid out his obsidian worry beads, his polished knife and the same sheets of paper he’d been waving at the Smyrniot only a few moments ago. “But I’ll take care of that.”


    Kivelli was tempted to reach across the table, pick up the knife by its deer stag handle, run her finger along the double-edged blade, then use it to slit open the blue envelope in her bag like a vein. But touching a mangha’s knife was equivalent to fondling him, and for both her sake and Narella’s, she resisted.


    “You didn’t give him the songs?” Narella asked, incredulous. This was apparently the reason he had come to begin with. It certainly wasn’t in Kivelli’s honour. “How am I going to be the talk of the town if that song stays in your pocket with your stupid knife?” Her hand moved towards it, but he grabbed her wrist.


    “You liked my knife just fine this morning.” His smile carried a threat. It was amazing how ugly someone so handsome could be. “And everyone’s already talking about you, baby, because you walked in with me.”


    She waved him off, bored and impatient. “Show them to Kivelli at least. She’ll tell you if they’re any good.” Before she had a chance to demur, excuse herself to the dressing room, the powder room or anywhere else as far from Manos’s ego as possible, she was dismissed by the crazy butcher himself.


    “What do women know about these things? The Smyrniot told me to drop by his office during the week, and he’d try some out. He needs some new songs, he said, so they’ll be talking about you very soon, my doll.” He leaned in to kiss Narella’s cheek, and she beamed as if he’d just asked for her hand in marriage.


    “Maybe you’ll get to sing it here, Kivelli, and I’ll come up on stage and do a little dance.” Narella raised her arms above her head, turning her wrists and snapping her fingers.


    “It’s for a man to sing, not a cunt,” Manos growled. “Maybe her friend can sing it. Now there’s a voice.” He began to hum one of Diamantis’s songs, but so out of tune Kivelli barely recognized it.


    If gossip about her relationship with Diamantis was making the rounds in Drapetsona, it had surely crossed the bridge and slipped under Marianthi’s door in an unmarked envelope. The letter in Kivelli’s purse was no doubt her reply. But the next set was about to start, and she had no time to rip the thing open, to see what


    Marianthi wanted. A catfight? A reconciliation? It would have to wait until the night was done and everyone had gone home. She wasn’t expecting Diamantis, who was at Argiropoulos’s until closing, and then would be making trouble with his friends — who knew where, until who knew when. She’d been tempted to ask, but stopped herself. Whatever little she knew, he had volunteered himself.


    Much to her surprise, the Smyrniot decided to play “Hey Mangha with Your Knife,” though the violins and clarinets made it prettier and more melodic, almost a completely different song. Kivelli wondered whether the audience knew the rawer version or caught the lyrics hidden behind the perfumey instrumentation.


    



    Hey, mangha, if you wanna carry a knife,


    You need the soul, the heart to pull it out


    Go somewhere else show-off


    To do your bragging


    ’Cause I’ve been smoking up too


    And I’ve got a crazy high


    



    The women were clapping enthusiastically, and a man got up to dance, though it wasn’t Crazy Manos, who looked pleased, nonetheless, despite the travesty of a cunt singing his favourite song.


    



    You’d better calm down, show-off


    ’Cause I’m going to smash you


    I’ll pull out my pistol, show-off


    And I’m going to blast you


    



    He threw money when the song was over. Not to Kivelli, but to the Smyrniot.


    That her boss had invited Crazy Manos to drop by the office during the week was one thing — she assumed he was just trying to avoid a scene and would find a way to put him off later. But doing him the honour of playing “Hey Mangha” told Kivelli that something was afoot. She didn’t doubt that the Smyrniot was still impotent — he’d almost admitted that the offensive song she’d refused to sing had not been written by him, but caught himself. Whatever he lacked in couplets and refrains, however, he made up for with music. The instrumental interludes at the Bella Vista were getting longer and longer, providing much needed breaks for her voice. And the music on its own was beautiful: now sophisticated, now melancholy, now cheerful, sometimes all in one piece. But without lyrics and a human voice, it was incomplete and lonely, too easily forgotten. The Smyrniot craved lyrics like others craved hashish and heroin, and he was obviously desperate if he would even consider dealing with Manos. Perhaps Marianthi had stopped writing and had taken up needlepoint again, or was finally refusing to give her songs to him, which had been Kivelli’s advice all along. If she were following it now, it was as much a slap in her face as it was in the Smyrniot’s. Was this was how she’d chosen to end their relationship?


    At the end of the final set, she joined her odd assortment of Piraeus friends, the temporary family she’d left behind. She thanked them for their company and said she hoped they would all find each other again soon, though she didn’t say when. She distributed kisses, and even gave Manos a peck on the cheek, which gave him the excuse to squeeze her thigh, though Narella was sitting right next to him. Ignoring him, Kivelli turned her attention to Kyra Xanthi, hugging her and bidding her farewell as if they’d never see each other again. She was anxious to retreat to her dressing room, to find what secret message or condemnation the envelope in her purse contained. But the old woman grabbed her hand and brought it very close to her over-rouged face.


    “Too dark in here,” she mumbled, and picked up a candle from the table, its flame licking Kivelli’s skin. She tried to pull away, but the old woman had a firm grip, and the few drops of wax that fell into her palm stung pleasantly. Kyra Xanthi blew on the dollops of wax then peeled them away, making noises of surprise and understanding every time one was lifted. She didn’t bother enlightening Kivelli at all, but stared at her with ambivalent eyes — one showing compassion, the other reprimand.


    “Is there something I need to know?” Kivelli rubbed her palm hard to erase its secrets.


    “You’ll know very soon,” she replied conspiratorially. “But if you need any hints or help, come see me in Piraeus. It’s too far for me to travel here to tell you things you maybe don’t want to hear.” And with that she turned her palm over and kissed her knuckles, then left without another word.


    Kivelli sat at the table for a little while, put the last dolma into her mouth and emptied the dregs of red wine into a glass that no one had touched. For all of his tightfistedness, Manos had forgotten the sheets of paper he’d brought for the Smyrniot. She glanced at the neat, childish script and wondered if he’d written the words himself. Maybe Narella was more than the muse, and Manos and the Smyrniot would become the best of friends. The lyrics themselves weren’t so bad, simple but sweet in a rough way, and nowhere near as vulgar as she’d expected. She smoothed out the papers, then folded them and put them into her handbag next to Marianthi’s letter.


    Once in her dressing room, with the door locked behind her and her new fancy frocks as witnesses, she tore open the blue envelope with the nail of her index finger and suffered a deep and painful cut that spotted the first page with blood.
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    Marjori has taken flight

    Beat it in the dead of night

    Oh, oh, Barba Nikoli

    Oh, oh, where is Marjori?

  


  
    My dear Kivelli,


    



    By the time this letter reaches you, I will have left Piraeus forever. I was going to disappear without telling anyone, let the Smyrniot discover my absence through the dust on the furniture and the silence in the house. After all I have given him, I don’t feel I owe him any explanations. But I couldn’t convince myself to leave without a final word to you. For many weeks after our trip to the hammam, I waited for you in vain, perched on the edge of my seat, dressed as if I were expecting a guest. I went through the motions, believing the effort would produce you like magic. It took me a long time to accept you were not coming. When I finally did, I was as heartbroken as if a baby had died in my belly, and I stopped hearing your voice in my head. To stay on in Piraeus with my husband now seemed entirely pointless.


    The greatest mistake of my life other than marrying Panayotis was introducing you to Diamantis. Of course, you could have met him anywhere, a hundred times before, a thousand times after, but I still can’t forgive myself for lighting the fire. Let me clarify something about that fateful afternoon in the square. It was never my intention to hand you my beautiful mangha on a silver platter like the rose pastries you always refused to eat, no matter how good they looked and smelled. Despite what you tell yourself to justify your actions, I was not looking for a substitute: this was a song I could sing if I chose to. What I wanted was to prove you wrong, to puncture your smugness, your airs of superiority (it is the only thing you Smyrneans haven’t lost), and to put an end to your mockery of my visits with Kyra Xanthi. You would see that I was not just some foolish village girl who believed in fairy tales and superstitions, who craved the leftovers you so easily shunned. What a luxury to have had everything in the world and to want it no more — dresses made of silk fine enough for an empress, leisurely afternoons sipping lemonade at the Jardin des Fleurs. You told me some of it in your sleep, and I read the rest in your haughty gaze. When I saw Diamantis sitting by himself in the square, I thought I’d show you up, but that’s not exactly how it worked out.


    I can’t really blame you. In your shoes I might have done the same thing: chosen the man over everything and everyone else, and damn the consequences. It is a thing that women do all the time, and not just in stories and songs. Though if I’d won his heart, you surely would have found a reason to pronounce him unappealing, second rate, like my furniture and my dresses that always gave you a headache. Don’t think too hard about how many times I almost risked everything for Diamantis, especially after you claimed him and banished me. I wrote dozens of letters that began, “My dear Diamantis, I can stand it no longer,” or “My love, I throw myself at your mercy,” or “I will be waiting for you at such and such address. Come to me, come to me lover, see what I have for your hunger …” My words in your mouth, so I signed your name at the bottom of the last one and resolved to confess everything when he got there. Given my circumstances, I never dared send it. But today, with nothing more to lose, I almost delivered one to his mother’s house, asking him to meet me down at the docks. I could have said it was from the Smyrniot, and the old lady would have handed it to Diamantis the moment he walked in. But I’ve waited too long, and it is too late for me now. So I choose instead to vanish, to leave nothing behind but wonder and regret.


    You can tell Diamantis whatever you please about me, laugh at my expense or reveal that the words that come out of the mouth he has kissed a thousand times are mine. Half of what he loves about you was created by me. That’s why I kissed you in the hammam. To thank the lips that turned my words into spells, and to taste Diamantis, even second-hand, to take some of him back.


    Those songs are yours now, Kivelli, as if you’d written them yourself and I was an anonymous member of your adoring audience. There will be no more words exchanged between us. We both knew that when you rejected the last song I sent you. It was based on a dream, so vivid I could not convince myself in the morning that it wasn’t real. I never expected you to sing it, but I wanted you to understand how well I know you and how much of what you are now was created by me. It’s not always necessary to be a witness when you have an imagination and a few facts. You should be careful, Kivelli. There is no privacy in Greece, especially when you’ve lost the habit of discretion, like those poor wretches you lived with in the Attikon Theatre. What else have you lost, my dear? Your independence? Your solitude? Your ability to forget? I could almost convince myself that I did you more harm than good that fine afternoon in the square. Then I might feel a tiny bit of satisfaction.


    If anyone asks, tell them I’ve run away to America. You don’t believe it? I’ll send you a postcard with a kiss for Diamantis, but no return address to send one back. You can show it to the Smyrniot so that he knows I’m alive and well and still a threat. How I’d like to be hiding behind a curtain when you deliver it, to see the look on his miserable face. But it’s better that I am on a ship to New York. There is nothing but pain left for me in Piraeus, calling out to me in your voice from open windows and doors of shops and tavernas everywhere I go. Every day of the journey, I will throw one of your records over the railing and watch it drown. This, I hope, will give me some relief.


    Should you ever change your mind, or miss me enough to come looking for me, know that my door will be open and I will help you in any way I can. It would be foolish to deny that I love you. That would hurt more than my feelings of dejection. But finding that door will be your labour this time. Maybe Kyra Xanthi can help. She’s good at locating lost things.


    



    Marianthi

  


  
    The letter stunned Kivelli, trapped her between sadness and incredulity. One moment she considered the whole thing a ploy — a trick akin to staging your own death to see what people would say about you at your wake — and expected Marianthi to jump out from behind the rack of dresses, wearing one perhaps, and pointing an accusing finger. There was no date on the letter to indicate when it was written, and the Smyrniot’s demeanour had been no different than usual, so either he had not been home for a few days, or Marianthi had not gone anywhere. The next moment she was certain it was true, and her body was wracked with sobs she couldn’t release for fear she would be heard. She took off the fancy silver dress and put on the plain white cotton one Aspasia had made. She sat down again, waiting for the Bella Vista to clear out, sucking her finger until the bleeding stopped. The club was the last place on earth she wanted to be. She missed Marianthi terribly, whether she was gone or not, and regretted her inability to be a better friend, to share her enthusiasms like a true sister. Who, after all, had loved her more or had been as kind to her in Piraeus? But if Marianthi had indeed eloped with herself, things would be easier for everyone, especially for her. Kivelli never understood how she’d been able to bear all the lies, the frustration, and had probably not been sympathetic enough of her friend’s plight. If only she’d read the letter before the night began, she could have asked Kyra Xanthi what she knew, what she saw in her palm, and what to do next. After reading it a second time, she still wasn’t certain what to believe, so she slipped the letter into her purse and unlocked the door.


    The club’s main room was empty except for a few waiters cleaning up and the Smyrniot, who was sitting at the bar, staring into his drink, one hand clutching a half-empty bottle of whisky. Kivelli’s heels echoed in the music-less room and made it impossible to sneak past him, though part of her could not resist approaching him to see what he knew, if anything, or what she could detect. She remembered Manos’s songs, tucked in her purse, and decided to use them as her excuse.


    “Manos left these for you, Panayotis.” She slapped the sheets of paper onto the bar in front of him, but there was no reaction. The Smyrniot didn’t even look up.


    “Any good?” he muttered, and took a drink. Kivelli shrugged, picked up the top sheet and began to read a few lines out loud.


    



    I threw out a cat


    with eyes of blue


    At night when I was asleep


    She stuck her nails in deep


    



    “Enough, enough,” the Smyrniot groaned, rubbing his temples as if something had exploded inside them. “This record business will be the end of me.” He grabbed the paper from her hand, crumpled it up and threw it on the floor.


    “He’ll probably make some trouble for you if you don’t take at least one …” Kivelli began, unable to resist goading him.


    “They all make trouble for me one way or another. If he decides to shoot me, all my troubles will be over.” What she had mistaken for the Smyrniot’s usual sullenness had a different quality tonight. His eyes were rimmed red and watery, his face on the verge of collapse. She might have tried to comfort him but wasn’t sure how to put an arm around a crab without getting a finger snipped off. So they sat in their customary silence until he spoke again.


    “Have you seen my wife lately?” The words emerged with difficulty, as if he were coughing up rocks. The Smyrniot cleared his throat, then emptied his glass and poured himself another drink without offering her one. That Kivelli hadn’t seen Marianthi was separate from where she might be; that answer would come to light in its own time. But she could see from the lines etched across his forehead and the trembling at the edges of his mouth that he was not finished. He didn’t look up from his drink. “I think she’s left me.”


    It felt as if she’d been struck in the back of the head, and Kivelli propped her elbows on the bar, resting her forehead in her hands until she regained her bearings. “What makes you think that?” she asked in the same tone she might offer a guest a glass of water.


    “Do you know where she is, Kivelli?” He was looking at her now, his eyes pleading and full of regret, and she felt something for him that she never thought possible: sympathy. But she couldn’t bring herself to tell him anything. Because if she started, where would she stop?


    “I knew she wasn’t happy. But I haven’t seen her in weeks.” And with that, Kivelli left him to drown his sorrows at the bar. His sadness surprised her as surely as it would have Marianthi. Maybe her departure would force him to find his words again, to express his gloom and guilt, though it was doubtful that such a song, even if she heard it, would lure his wife back. As for Kivelli, although she’d become used to losing people, suddenly, irrevocably, she couldn’t ignore the hollow silence in her belly that Marianthi’s words had filled for so long.


    At the hotel she fell asleep immediately and deeply, as if she’d been awake for a week. Diamantis was not in her bed in the morning, nor did he come by in the afternoon. This was not unusual, and would not normally cause her to worry. But as she sat alone in the room, tossing pebbles out the window, it occurred to her that Diamantis might have disappeared along with Marianthi. Not as her lover, but as a figment of her friend’s imagination.
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    Diamantis did not show his face for the next few days, not at the Bella Vista, not at the Hotel Xenos. No one had seen him at Argiropoulos’s or any of his usual haunts — at least that’s what they claimed. On the third day of his disappearance, when Kivelli was at her wits end, she dropped in on Kyra Xanthi. Over coffee she shared her problem with the fortune-teller, who concluded that she was looking in the wrong places. “Think about how it is when you’ve misplaced your gloves, and you look everywhere but the glove drawer. Why wouldn’t they be exactly where they’re supposed to be?” Kivelli screwed up her face, perplexed.


    “I haven’t misplaced him, Kyra Xanthi. He’s vanished.”


    “Think harder, my girl. Where is a son’s most natural place? I know you’re avoiding it, but that is where you will find what you are seeking.” She took away the coffee cups without reading them. “And what about Marianthi?”


    Kivelli’s stomach cramped. “You know where she is?” At least one glove might be found.


    Xanthi shook her head and raised her hands in resignation. “My powers don’t extend over seas. If you want to find her, you’ll have to board a ship and employ the help of a local. But your Diamantis is much easier. Now sing me an old song for my troubles, then go find him.”

  


  
    KYRIA EUGENIA LIVED IN A tidy little house, fifteen minutes walking distance from Kyra Xanthi’s. Diamantis’s mother was considered a living saint by the manghes of Drapetsona because she had sheltered all manner of pimps, thieves and murderers in her time without a word of judgment or reprimand. If a friend of Diamantis’s needed to hide out for a few days, he knew whose door to knock on. There was always a bed and a hot meal, and her forgiveness meant more than a priest’s absolution. But that “saintly woman” disapproved loudly and vehemently of the female company Diamantis kept — especially of Kivelli, who she’d heard about through the neighbourhood gossips. She’d brought up three sons on her own, and had assembled a matrimonial lineup of pink-cheeked virgins who went to church dances instead of nightclubs. Any one of them would make a good little wife for her Diamantis, and would serve her hand and foot when she got too old to cut her own toenails. She’d managed to find such specimens for Diamantis’s older brothers without too much trouble, but her youngest son was resistant.


    Kivelli had never set foot in Kyria Eugenia’s house and did not expect to be invited to her table any time soon. Diamantis insisted that some things were better kept separate — oil and fire, mothers and lovers. But now desperation had led Kivelli to the only person who could enlighten her as to his whereabouts, but who was also the least likely to do so. She stood before the closed door for a long time before she found the courage to knock. When she finally did, it was only because she felt she had nothing more to lose. Kyria Eugenia came to the door and asked who she was, though her searing look belied her ignorance. Kivelli did not smile obsequiously or apologize for her unannounced visit, nor did she tell the white-haired dowager why she was there. It was perhaps this defiance that convinced Diamantis’s mother to let her in without questions, out of curiosity and a certain pride. A woman who had fed murderers skordalia on New Year’s Day had nothing to fear from the tart her son was trifling with, no matter how wild-eyed or brazen.


    “Sit in here,” she said in an aggravated whisper, pushing Kivelli into a parlour filled with immaculate, red velvet furniture. “And don’t make any noise. My son is sleeping.” She flashed a triumphant smile, then toddled off to the kitchen. Kivelli’s heart was still racing, but she was relieved. Now that she knew where he was, she could just leave and wait for him to come back to her when he was ready. But what would his mother say to him if she ran out? That she’d stolen something or insulted her, and then that would be the end of it. Though he rarely spoke of her, Kivelli knew Diamantis was blindly devoted to his mother in the way only a late-born son could be to the woman who had given him her whole life.


    Kyria Eugenia returned with two glasses of water and two small dishes of apricot spoon sweets on a silver tray. It was the proper thing to do for a guest, welcomed or not. She sat on the opposite side of the room and watched Kivelli silently, her eyes cold and disapproving. There was nothing of Diamantis in this plump, taciturn woman with the grape-sized birthmark on her cheek, who was continuously smoothing out the white doily on her armrest. It was what she did instead of standing up and leaving the room, or lurching forward and slapping Kivelli’s face. In such situations, it was better to strike first.


    “What is it you need to say to me?” Kivelli’s question was abrupt, and she could tell the old woman was caught off guard. But Diamantis’s mother swallowed whatever she might have spat back and glued her mouth shut with a spoonful of sticky apricots. “You don’t like me very much,” Kivelli continued, and gave her a half-smile knowing that, as much as she’d like to, she could neither accept nor deny this. Direct confrontation was not the way the Kyria Eugenias of the world aired their disapproval, preferring to disseminate it through gossip that took the responsibility away from them personally and made it the neighbourhood’s verdict. Though Kivelli could well imagine what calumny she’d already spread, there was no one to pass on this information to her in Athens.


    It took Kyria Eugenia a little while to answer, to gather the nerve and the words she needed to defend herself, and to clear her palate of the gummy sweet. But she did not back away from the challenge, this widow who’d lived in Piraeus all her life and raised her sons while her husband was out making trouble, carousing with women who were much like Kivelli. “You have some nerve coming here, Miss,” she said in a flat tone. “I know your kind and the bad influence you have on decent men. Turn their heads, empty their pockets and lead them astray from their families.” Her hand had stopped smoothing the doily, but she was now tapping her spoon against her water glass as if she were summoning a servant to remove Kivelli from her presence. It wasn’t a particularly loud noise, but it was piercing.


    “What sort of influence could I possibly have on a man like Diamantis?” Kivelli laughed, both out of nervousness and the absurdity of her statement. Could she be a worse influence on her little boy than the gangsters and murderers Kyria Eugenia welcomed like sons? She did not say this out loud but could feel her dander rising. “I’m only a woman,” she said, and met his mother’s accusing gaze. “And a refugee.” This was not meant to garner sympathy but to state a fact. Piraeus was Kyria Eugenia’s turf, where Kivelli was powerless, resented and scorned — not only by her grudging hostess but by most Greeks, who called her kind “Turkish seeds” while lamenting the loss of their Anatolian dream. How could they mourn Smyrna yet despise its people? Kivelli tried to keep her voice steady and soft, but was having trouble containing her anger. And she was no longer sure of its target. Kyria Eugenia? Diamantis? All of Greece? Fate? “If I have any real influence on your son, I’ve yet to see it. He comes and goes as he pleases, and I never demand explanations. I accept him as he is and will never ask him to change his ways for me. On the day he decides to take a little wife to please you, I’m sure I’ll have no say, no matter how much I love him.”


    Kyria Eugenia’s flat tone was now punctured by sharp disdain. “You sit here in my house and talk to me of love for my son with no shame, when I know you go from man to man, encouraging their worst habits instead of settling them down. And then you distract them from nice girls who could make good husbands out of them.” She clutched at her heart and fanned her face as if she were overcome by emotion and ready to faint. With closed eyes she mumbled prayers to the Virgin Mary.


    Kivelli looked around the room for the first time and noticed a small shrine in a far corner. It was set on a table covered in a white lace cloth, and the centrepiece was a portrait of Kyria Eugenia’s departed husband, Pavlos Skarlatos: fishmonger, loan shark and friend of the Cucumber’s. In him she saw Diamantis — the strong chin, the satisfied gaze. He’d been a real lady’s-man-about-town, and the manghes still spoke of him with affection and respect. His youngest son, however, never said a word about him. Kyria Eugenia hadn’t been able to change her husband and was, in part, responsible for who both he and her son had become. But in her mind, their faults lay in women like Kivelli.


    “You’re angry at me,” she began, but did not dare complete the sentence out loud, “… for reminding you of your failures.” There was nothing to be gained by insulting Diamantis’s mother; that wasn’t why she’d come to her door. Instead, Kivelli appealed to her female compassion. “You are angry at me for my weakness, because even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t have the power to change your son — not for my benefit, not for yours. He is a man of his own devices. And I am neither that presumptuous, nor do I have any plans or goals. I live for the day and hope to survive to see another. That is all I brought with me from Smyrna.”


    The words hung in the air between them like a sour note, long enough for Kivelli to realize they were not completely true. She now wished for Diamantis to be everything that Marianthi had imagined: the perfect gentleman who could sing sweetly and was looking for a wife. And she knew all at once it would never be her. She brought her hands to her face so the old woman wouldn’t be able to enjoy her despair or take credit for it. Kyria Eugenia did not offer a comforting word or move from her seat as tears spilled through Kivelli’s fingers and streamed over her wrists and into her sleeves. She didn’t want pity, but it shocked her that Kyria Eugenia had none at all. Through her stifled sobs and the blood pounding in her ears and chest, she heard Diamantis’s sleepy voice.


    “What have we here?” Kivelli spread her fingers to look at him. He was still in his pyjamas, his hair dishevelled like a little boy’s, and he looked like he’d had a rough night. She could tell by the fierceness in his eyes that this surprise did not please him, though he did his best to remain cool. “I thought I heard laughter,” he yawned, then drank his mother’s water. Kivelli quickly dried her face with her hands, then spooned some of the sickeningly sweet apricot into her mouth so she wouldn’t be forced to lie.


    “You know how we women are, my son. Laughter is always just one step away from tears and neither is to be taken too seriously.” She smiled at him pleasantly and got up, offering him her seat.


    “Is something wrong, Kivelli?” he asked casually, as if there were nothing unusual about her presence in his mother’s parlour. Kyria Eugenia busied herself picking up the glasses and plates. She took Kivelli’s away before she’d finished, depriving her of another mouthful of apricot, which would have at least given her time to choose her words.


    “I’ll be fine. A little melancholy seized me when I wasn’t looking, that’s all.” He nodded, but she wondered what he’d understood. “Can you meet me at the square, Diamantis?” she asked after Kyria Eugenia finally left the room, tossing one last scornful look her way. “Of course,” he replied, as if they’d arranged the rendezvous a week ago and he was simply confirming it. Somewhere in the house, a door slammed violently. Diamantis did not react. Nor did he permit Kivelli to kiss him in his mother’s parlour before he showed her out, even though Pavlos, watching with amusement from his corner shrine, would have certainly approved.
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    Grey clouds hung over the square, threatening and irascible. As Kivelli waited for Diamantis, several old customers from her days at Barba Yannis’s stopped by to greet her. Though she longed for company to pass the interminable time, she didn’t invite any of them to sit down. She wanted no more awkwardness or small talk when and if Diamantis showed up. He’d never given her reason to doubt his word, but this state of affairs didn’t feel like anything that had passed between them before. She thought of all the lovely nights they’d spent together, and the fights they’d had over nothing because one or the other was in bad spirits — it had always been easy to change a mind, a mood then. In the last three days, something had shifted, inexplicably but definitively, and Kivelli was ready to accept the blame. If only she’d been warmer or cooler, more open or less. For a moment she wasn’t sure whether this had to do with Diamantis or Marianthi.


    It felt as if she’d been waiting for hours when he finally appeared, freshly showered and shaven, smelling like fine tobacco. He sat across her, his fingernails drumming against the table. He had his mother’s hands, she noticed, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to take the rough fingertips into her mouth again. Diamantis leaned back in his chair and began to play with his behleri, counting the ivory beads, sliding them back and forth along their golden string. It had been a gift from her after their first recording, and the fact that he’d brought it along gave her hope, though she knew that other than his bouzouki objects held no meaning for him. “What’s this all about, Kivelli?” he finally said. “My mother seems to think you want to marry me.” He gave a sharp laugh that expressed both disbelief and refusal.


    She had no reply for that laugh. Nor was she sure where to begin, how much to reveal, or what she really wanted to say to him, the competing thoughts tying her tongue. Diamantis ordered a coffee and a narghile, then turned his gaze skywards, searching for something to occupy him other than Kivelli’s anxious stare. “Don’t look at me like that,” he warned in a tone that was uncharacteristically aggressive. “Are you going to spill it or not?”


    “Three days ago …” she began, but he cut her off.


    “Listen, I told you that I had some things to do with the boys, and they took on a life of their own, so don’t be complaining like a wife. Maybe Mama wasn’t far off, though I never expected it of you.” He spat on the ground by his chair. He’d never been so crude, so quickly annoyed, and she wondered how else his mother had maligned her after she’d left. “I know you were asking around for me, and then I find you in my mother’s parlour …” This was clearly an accusation, and she did not defend herself. In his position she might have said the same things. “You shouldn’t have gone there, Kivelli. You know how things are, but you insist on making trouble for both of us anyway.” A sigh hissed through his teeth. Whatever good humour he’d shown in front of his mother had evaporated on his walk to the square. Kivelli hardly recognized the man sitting across her with the icy glare, which assessed her and declared her his enemy.


    “I apologize for disturbing your mother, and I don’t need to know where you’ve been the past three days, Diamantis. I have other things on my mind.” He relaxed a little, especially after the waiter brought him the narghile. Kivelli wished she had one too, though the Smyrniot forbade smoking, which only made her defiant. She grabbed the mouthpiece from Diamantis’s hand and sucked in a mouthful of smoke, which she kept in her lungs until she was ready to speak. Each word that emerged was laced with the flavour of burnt apple. “The first time we met …” she began, but he cut her off.


    “It was here and I was stoned,” he said, stifling a yawn, unwilling to humour her as she retold what until three days ago had been one of his favourite stories. When Marianthi’s tale about the first time she’d stepped into Barba Yannis’s had ceased to move and amuse her, Kivelli knew they were approaching an unhappy end.


    “Yes it was, and you were,” she confirmed and tried a different point of entry. “If you were to have another lover, who would it be?” She flicked her fingers under the table, counting the seconds until he answered.


    His grin implied he already had one, and that this was the explanation for his scarcity the past three days. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.” Kivelli’s cheeks lit up with embarrassment and she looked away. He was right, she didn’t want the answer, but there was no choice now that her hasty words had been uttered. She braced herself and looked him in the eye. Diamantis was still smiling at her. “What exactly are you after? Whether I’ve been unfaithful?”


    Kivelli shook her head, but there was a knot tightening in her stomach, and she could feel the colour leaving her cheeks, and with it her courage. “Something’s happened, Diamantis — has been happening — that affects us both,” she blurted. His smile disappeared and his face turned to stone again.


    “I know an old lady in Kokkinia who can take care of it,” he offered. Kivelli shook her head again and waved her hand to erase all that had been said so far.


    “It’s about Marianthi — you know, the Smyrniot’s wife? We’ve broken up.”


    “I didn’t know you were married,” he quipped, looking instantly relieved and uninterested.


    “Because of you,” she whispered, and now she had his full attention. What man didn’t like to be fought over? Diamantis was no exception.


    “What do I have to do with your little cat fights?” he asked in a tone that betrayed more amusement than boredom.


    “She loves you.” The statement was blunt, simple, but cut through her like Crazy Manos’s double-edged blade. Diamantis, on the other hand, didn’t react, so Kivelli slapped the tabletop and repeated it, loudly enough to be heard across the square. “She loves you, she’s in love with you, you fool.” He still seemed rather unmoved by this statement, not even flattered, while Kivelli’s whole being quaked with the realization that she was once again Marianthi’s messenger. Was this how she’d planned it from the start? She was certainly smart enough, a genius of secrets and sleight of hand. Kivelli had never told Diamantis she loved him, and now she wasn’t even sure it was true or if something else had driven her. He’d never said he loved her either; it was not his style. Men like Diamantis didn’t like to talk about matters of the heart. If they had something to say, they wrote a song. As far as Kivelli knew, there hadn’t been one written about her yet, and whenever she opened her mouth to sing, it was Marianthi’s intentions that came out.


    “I could never look at the wife of the Smyrniot in that way,” he stated, as if concluding a series of thoughts and calculations he had not shared with her. “That man hears the voices of the gods in his head. I owe him a lot. We both do.” This was not the answer she was hoping for. Part of her wanted him to laugh derisively and say he found Marianthi unattractive — too plain and prim for his taste. Or that she wore too much perfume and slouched a little when she walked. Then Kivelli might have felt compelled to defend her from these charges like a true friend would. But Diamantis said no such thing, admitted nothing that later could not be denied, and she couldn’t bring herself to utter another word for fear of giving away what both she and the Smyrniot owed his wife. Diamantis might certainly look at Marianthi differently then.


    “Are we done now? Are you satisfied? Go patch things up with your compatriotissa, and I’ll make sure to be extra nice to her next time she comes to Argiropoulos’s.” That Marianthi might go to Argiropoulos’s on her own had never occurred to Kivelli, but since Diamantis said it, it must have happened, and more than once. She thought again of her letter and the last song and the star-shaped earring left behind on the stage. “The two of you are just like little lovebirds. You should hear the song one of the boys made up about it. But don’t you worry, my doll, it’s not the kind anyone would dare sing in public.” He smiled and caressed her chin and ears as if she were a cat. “Though I can sing it for you if you want.” She thought of Narella and Crazy Manos, and hoped the song wasn’t in the Smyrniot’s pocket.


    “Not now, Diamantis. Not here.” Kivelli slid her chair closer to his and allowed her hand to find his lap, to caress him under the table. She needed him to stop talking, to stop picturing Marianthi in bed, be it hers or his, and she certainly didn’t want to hear the dirty song. Her efforts did nothing to stop the flow of his words.


    “You have nothing to worry about from other men’s wives. I have no use for married women, but they all fall for me. They come to Argiropoulos’s and have a few glasses of wine … You should see the letters they drop off at my mother’s house, claiming they’re from their husbands. Mama can’t read, but she can always tell what they are from their perfume. And what man would send a message in a pink or blue envelope?” He clasped Kivelli’s hand, forcing her to stop stroking him. “If I ever received one from the Smyrniot’s little woman, it’s completely slipped my mind.” She accepted his assurances, though she remembered Marianthi’s story about his married mistress, the dead Tatiana. Kivelli didn’t bring her up. Why spoil the mood with talk of yet another woman who, in some way, was still her rival?


    The rest of their afternoon in the square was light and pleasant, though the tension inside her refused to abate and made her watch every word, every gesture for fear that Diamantis might take something the wrong way. They discussed their trip to Egypt, which was now only a few days away, close enough to feel real. And although the Smyrniot came up several times in the conversation, neither mentioned Marianthi again, except by omission. “No wives allowed,” he informed her, “but a few of the guys are bringing their mistresses. I don’t know how they keep it up, trying to please two women at the same time. That’s why I’ll never marry — so no one will expect anything of me or be disappointed. But let Mama keep looking. It gives her something to live for.”


    They said many other things to each other, some of them sweet, others teasing and coy, none of them too serious. Anyone overhearing their conversation would have never guessed that a few hours earlier everything had been on the verge of ruin. Diamantis even forgave her for going to his mother’s house, and once forgiven Kivelli swore she would never go there again. For his part, he promised to come to the Bella Vista that night and to do whatever she desired afterwards. There was no question what that would be: they would go back to the Hotel Xenos, make love until neither could move, and she’d try to keep him there as long as possible, preferably for the rest of her life. She didn’t tell him the last part; she could barely admit it to herself. But after he returned to his mother’s house to eat, and she to her hotel room, all that remained of their conversation was Diamantis’s dismissive laughter and the words I’ll never marry. The compliments, the prospect of ten days together in Egypt, the small promises that would be fulfilled in the next day or two were all but forgotten.


    The sky over Athens finally opened up and rain fell steadily for hours, sending dogs and cats and boys and men scrambling for shelter. Kivelli closed her window and hid under the covers from the lightning and violent thunder. After the storm subsided, she sent the Smyrniot a message that said her throat was sore and she would not be coming to the Bella Vista.
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    Kivelli’s “illness” lasted for three days and three nights. When she was hungry at all, she took her meals in her room and informed Giorgos, the front desk clerk, that she was not to be disturbed by anyone. “Pretend I’m not even here, except when you bring me lunch.” Though Margarita and Aspasia never took her requests for solitude seriously, Giorgos did his best, which wasn’t that difficult since no one but the Smyrniot — on his way to the fourth floor studio — came looking for her. He knocked on her door emphatically, calling her the worst names he could think of. He rattled the knob and threatened to sack her if she didn’t open up “Right now!”


    When she heard him stomping down the hall and up the stairs, she got out of bed, sat by the dresser and tried to answer Marianthi’s letter, not in her head, as she’d been doing since she’d received it, but on paper. In Smyrna she’d taken great pleasure in writing out her most intimate thoughts, sealing them in an envelope, and walking to the post office on rue Franque to send them off. Now she struggled with her words, crossing them out and beginning on a new sheet of paper several times until she gave up in frustration. Not only was she unable to open her heart, to tell Marianthi that she loved and missed her and was sorry things had gotten so difficult between them, she had no idea where she might send such a declaration. She couldn’t just put her name on an envelope with New York written underneath and hope it would find her, like she’d done the first time she’d written to her cousin Amalia. Papa laughed when he saw the address and filled in the details himself, but she still wasn’t convinced. How could there have been more than one Amalia awaiting her letter in Constantinople? There was certainly only one Marianthi in New York as far as she was concerned — she just didn’t know where.


    It had been so long since Kivelli had thought about Amalia that her cousin had become as intangible as all her dreams and memories. How had she fared after those terrible days that destroyed everything they’d known? If she’d survived, she was surely married to a man her father had chosen and was raising a brood of wellbehaved, pretty children. She was the good girl and Kivelli was the adventuress, at least those were the roles they’d agreed upon. But Amalia not only enjoyed hearing about her cousin’s escapades, she encouraged them. In this she was not so different from Marianthi.


    If she wrote to Amalia now, how could she explain what she’d witnessed and who she’d become? Her cousin would never believe it, nor was she sure she’d have the heart to repeat it, even if there were words poignant and clear enough to do it justice. She might be tempted to turn it into a romance or a comedy with a happy ending, since a sheltered girl like Amalia would never understand the indignities of the Attikon Theatre, Kyria Effie’s and Barba Yannis’s, let alone the horrors of Smyrna’s final hours. When the fires finally died out because there was nothing left to consume, she’d probably braided black ribbons into her hair, lit a candle and burned all Kivelli’s letters, fulfilling a pact made in a fit of youthful melancholy and self-importance. Though her cousin’s address was still branded in her memory, receiving a letter from the dead would be enough to turn Amalia’s pretty brown hair white as marble. And Kivelli somehow doubted that she and her family had stayed in the City, accepting the changes, living in constant fear of expulsion, of retaliation.


    Perhaps Amalia had also gone to America, to New York, and was living in the same neighbourhood as Marianthi. Kivelli knew immigrants liked to create their own cities within cities, preserving their customs, speaking their own language — just like her compatriots who frequented the Bella Vista. Sooner or later they would meet in a dress shop or bakery that sold trays of rose pastries, and Marianthi would say, “Ah, you’re from Anatolia? I was from Aivali, but lived in Piraeus when all the troubles began.” And Amalia would respond, “I’m from the City, but had a cousin in Smyrna. Her name was Kivelli Fotiathi, and we used to write letters all the time, but she disappeared and I assume she perished in the fires.” “I knew a Kivelli Fotiathi in Piraeus,” Marianthi would exclaim, her hands and lips trembling, her eyes filling with tears. Two and two would be put together, and the women would laugh when the link was finally made: Amalia thrilled that her cousin had survived, Marianthi overjoyed to find a key to her friend’s past, to have her curiosities and suspicions finally satisfied. But as they continued to exchange stories, details and personal anecdotes, they would conclude they were not talking about the same person after all. This would disappoint them, but they would continue to be friendly, preserving their separate memories of Kivelli intact, and eventually replacing them with each other’s company and confidences.


    What surprised her most about this improbable scenario was how jealous she felt that her two greatest friends might give each other all the things she most cherished about them: their loyalty, their attention, their absolute devotion — things that were scarce in Piraeus and Athens. She tore up the pages of her letter to Marianthi with its crossed out words and half-finished sentences and began again, this time addressing Amalia, but with no greater success.


    By the second day the Smyrniot was threatening to get the key from the front desk “because I’m paying for that room.” Kivelli was quite confident that Giorgos would never permit such an intrusion, no matter how splenetic the Smyrniot became or how many guests he woke up with his shouting. There was a tinge of Spiros in his threats and curses, that mélange of desperation and entitlement. But what was he desperate about? There were half a dozen girls hanging around the Bella Vista every night now, eager to replace her. They came by themselves or in groups, young women who’d strayed far from home, claiming her records had inspired them to take the stage and sing. Might they come to her dressing room to look at her dresses? Could she talk to the Smyrniot for them? Did she have any advice? Kivelli was always friendly to these young women, so much like her in some ways, yet entirely different. They’d made a choice, no matter how wrong-headed. This was not the life she would have chosen for herself, she said. It found her and saved her, but that was not always the way. Fantasies were rarely fulfilled, and if they were, they lost their lustre. The only advice she could give them was to go home if they still had one. But these were tough girls, not easily dissuaded. If one of them was in the right place at the right time, the Smyrniot would surely take advantage of her eagerness. Kivelli suspected it would be Eva, the little blonde with the big brown eyes who flirted and fawned over him at the end of every night. With Marianthi out of the way, there was no reason for them not to exchange favours.


    On the third day the Smyrniot didn’t waste his time knocking or yelling. Instead, he slipped her boat ticket to Egypt under the door with a note attached that said, “Are you still coming?” That it was a question rather than a demand told Kivelli he was worried she wouldn’t. Who could blame him? She put the ticket on her dresser, weighting it down with a hair brush to keep the wind from snatching it and any choice she might exercise in the matter. It wasn’t only that Diamantis hadn’t come looking for her that was affecting her enthusiasm for the voyage. Their agreement left room for her own whims as much as his, and perhaps he was simply respecting her retreat without needing reasons for it. Her hesitation had a deeper source.


    Although getting on a ship and leaving Piraeus might very well provide respite from her recent dilemmas and regrets, give her some perspective on the last year, it was the return trip that she did not think she’d be able to bear. When she’d lived in Smyrna, even after travelling short distances for a few days, she was always happy to come home, to walk along her street and look up at the Byzantine fortress on Mount Pagus, especially when it was drenched in the moon’s aqueous light. In Piraeus, a life had created itself around her by chance and necessity, and coming back to it would be a final acceptance of its meagreness. Without Marianthi or Diamantis, the return had even less appeal.


    Kivelli put on her white cotton dress and walked the single flight up to the studio. Waiting for neither an invitation nor a rebuff, she let herself in without knocking. The Smyrniot was alone, smoking a cigarette and polishing his guitar with a sock that he wore over his hand. He turned his inscrutable face up at her for a moment, then focused his attention on the instrument.


    “And to what twist of fortune do we owe this honour, Miss Fotiathi?” Kivelli stepped around the empty bottles, full ashtrays, and a bucket whose contents emitted a sharp ammoniac smell. A bouzouki lay on three chairs lined up against the wall, and she picked it up and sat with it in her lap. She stroked its round polished back but did not dare pluck its strings, though she ran her fingertips along them.


    “I’m coming to sing tonight. I thought you’d want to know.”


    “Oh, thank you kindly for informing me so I can arrange for white doves and champagne and a horse drawn carriage for you to ride in on.” He stubbed out his cigarette in an ashtray by his feet and immediately lit another. “Who says I need you to come tonight? Did you expect us to hold our breaths waiting for you?”


    “If you don’t want me to come, just say so and spare me the sarcasm.” Her fingers flicked against each other, hitting the bouzouki strings by mistake. The sound that came out was that of a cat whose tail had been trod upon. She expected a rebuke, but it was as if he hadn’t heard.


    “Are you coming to Egypt or not?” His voice was cold, indifferent, but his eyes shifted back and forth rapidly. Kivelli tried to keep her tone equally phlegmatic.


    “I have my ticket.”


    “Know that if you don’t show up, you’re finished here, no matter how many people line up to hear you wail or drink to your health when your records play. Finita la musica. Do you understand?” He pitched the sock into the bucket and began tuning the guitar.


    “I understand,” she replied, taking a deep breath and holding it in her belly, trying to find Marianthi’s encouragement, but failing. Without it, the Smyrniot was almost intolerable. Kivelli began inspecting the bouzouki as if she’d never seen one before, though in truth this was the first one she’d ever held in her arms. It was much lighter than she’d imagined, its roundness asking to be cradled like a baby, like a sleeping lover’s head. She stood up and put the instrument back where she’d found it, then moved carefully through the obstacle course towards the door. When she reached it, the Smyrniot spoke again.


    “Come early tonight, just to prove to me that you will.”


    Back in her room, Kivelli studied the ticket. They would be sailing on The Pharaoh — departure in three days, return, nine days after that. A whirlwind full of men, music and sand. The Smyrniot had written his note on the receipt, and she wondered whether he was expecting her to pay her own way or if he just wanted her to know what this trip was costing him. It had to be worth it for him, otherwise he would not have organized it in the first place. This was just his way of making her feel properly indebted. The agency that issued the ticket was Terzakis’s in Piraeus. She knew Terzakis from both Barba Yannis’s and Kyria Effie’s. She liked him well enough, even though his relentless advances bored her.


    She put the ticket in her handbag and opened the dresser’s bottom drawer. From beneath her stockings and underwear, she retrieved the gold bangle Marianthi had given her on the last night they were friends, as well as the black satin wallet Aspasia had made her. It was where she kept her tips, her savings, whatever was left over after her daily expenses. Her insurance in case of an emergency. She didn’t count the money; however much or little there was would have to suffice. She wasn’t sure what passage to America cost, but she hoped the bangle might make up the difference. Terzakis was bound to accept it if she led him on a little. The thought of leaving Greece forever filled her with nervous exhilaration. It must have been what Marianthi felt when she boarded the ship to New York.


    Downstairs, Giorgos was dusting the wooden slots that held the keys and the mail for each room. There was a stack of notes and letters on the front desk, and Kivelli resisted riffling through them to see if any were for her. On the first two days of her retreat, when the clerk delivered her coffee, she’d asked if anyone other than the Smyrniot had tried to reach her, but he shook his head and looked at her with sympathy. Now he beamed when he saw her. “Someone was here looking for you, Miss Kivelli, but I told him you weren’t receiving visitors.” He winked, and she didn’t have to ask who it was. For the moment she couldn’t care. In a few hours she’d have to turn up at the Bella Vista, early enough to appease the Smyrniot. There was just enough time to make it to Piraeus and back, if she hurried.
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    If you don’t want or love me

    Why do you keep teasing me?

    Smiling and making eyes at me?

    Coming around to see me?

  


  
    During Kivelli’s absence, the Bella Vista had undergone a few minor cosmetic changes. To celebrate the upcoming trip to Egypt, blue paper pyramids had been hung from the ceiling between the moon lights, and a screen with hieroglyphics and dancing Egyptian gods had been propped against the back wall of the stage. A full hour and a half before it opened, the club was empty. Kivelli went to the kitchen and asked the cook to prepare a plate of mezzedes, then walked across the floor to the dressing room to choose an outfit that neither clashed with nor supported the banal decorations. She’d claimed the small room beside the stage as her own, filling it with her costumes and toiletries, locking the door behind her. No one else ever used it or had the key as far as she knew. But when she let herself in, she was not the only one taken by surprise.


    The Smyrniot was sitting with his pants around his ankles, and the eager Eva, her skirts hoisted to her waist, was rocking back and forth on his lap as if he were a hobby horse. She squealed when she saw Kivelli and buried her round face in his neck. “What are you doing here,” the Smyrniot grunted, pushing Eva off. Kivelli turned her face as they both adjusted their clothing.


    “You asked me to come in early …”


    “Not this early.” He was both embarrassed and angry, and Eva was hiding behind the dress rack, sobbing. When the Smyrniot ordered her to come back out, however, it became obvious that what Kivelli took for chagrin was hilarity. “What are you laughing at, stupid girl?” he snapped. The harder she tried to hold back, the more she sputtered and careened. He grabbed her by the wrist and pushed her out the door. “Go calm yourself,” he ordered, but Eva just kept laughing. “Why do I always mix myself up with crazy women?” He seemed to be talking to himself, so Kivelli didn’t offer an opinion, though she had one. What the Smyrniot needed was a woman who was a little bit afraid of him, but what attracted him was ambition. Kivelli was on the verge of her own laughing fit, not only because of what she’d just witnessed, but out of giddiness. “Don’t you start too,” he warned, pointing a skinny finger at her face. “And don’t be advertising what you saw here. There’s enough gossip going around about Marianthi. Some people think I killed her.” He sat back down and looked at her as if he expected a discussion.


    “I haven’t heard anything like that.” She began sorting through the dresses, unable to look at him while he spoke, though she could hear his feet tapping as if he were running away.


    “Someone saw her down at the docks, getting on a ship. At least he thinks it was her. Imagine leaving like that, without a word of warning.” He clicked his tongue a few times. “Where do you think she went?”


    “What do you care?” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady though her heart was racing and her cheeks were burning. “You have Eva to do with as you please. And now Marianthi can do as she pleases too, wherever she is.” Kivelli gave the Smyrniot a sidelong glance, but he was staring at the floor, perturbed. “Panayotis, I need to change, so if you don’t mind …”


    He stood up slowly, as if his legs had fallen asleep and he wasn’t sure they would hold him. “Of course, of course. But please don’t tell anyone what you saw here. It would give Eva an excuse to make my life hell.”


    After he was gone, she quickly changed into a ruched gown the colour of a conch’s inner walls, and clipped a red-beaded necklace that smelled of cinnamon around her throat. When she came out into the main room, a waiter brought her the plate of mezzedes she had ordered and some white wine chilly enough to fog up its glass decanter. The Smyrniot and Eva were sitting in a dark corner at the back. He was scolding her, but she was still laughing. It occurred to Kivelli that the girl was probably stoned, and the Smyrniot, to whom narghiles and manghes were anathema, couldn’t tell, so he assumed she was laughing at him. Either way, it was about time someone laughed in his face.


    She toasted the musicians as they began to arrive. “Thank God you’re back,” whispered Kosmas, his toumbeleki tucked under his arm. “One more day and Eva would have convinced him to let her sing, and that would have been the end of us.” He glanced at the corner table and made a mocking face. “Any time the band leader gets involved with the singer, it’s bad news for everyone.”


    Kivelli nodded. “Especially for the singer.” Until that moment, she hadn’t thought to ask who would be standing in for her and the other musicians who were going to Egypt. The Bella Vista had made do without its star attraction for a few nights, but when half the orchestra, including its leader, was gone for ten days, either the club was going to have to close down or replacements were going to have to be brought in. Kosmas was not coming along because his wife, Elpiniki, wouldn’t let him, so she asked him what had been arranged. “Didn’t you hear? Diamantis is filling in with this singer named Isavella and a few other Piraeus guys from his company. A real mix of manghes and gentlemen. I’m sure it will be fantastic, just like at the picnic. You were at that picnic, weren’t you, Kivelli? Too bad you’ll miss it. Marianthi too, apparently.” Kosmas grinned as if nothing were wrong, while Kivelli’s veins filled with ice water. “And thanks for saving us from Eva.” He then excused himself to join some other musicians near the stage, beating his toumbeleki to announce his arrival.


    Even though Diamantis’s plans would not affect hers, Kivelli felt ill. Her throat closed up and her breath was shallow and strained. Blue-grey spots appeared before her eyes, blinding her, and her red-beaded necklace choked her with both its hardness and its smell. She tore it off and brought the glass of wine to her fore- head. She was burning up, though at the same time she shivered with cold. This was what it felt like to be betrayed. She absorbed it for a moment, then tried to expel it, but it refused to go, gaining intensity with every heartbeat. While Marianthi was still in town, trying to wedge her way between them, Kivelli’s attention had been focused on her friend as her only rival. But now she saw that there were hundreds just like her with more access to him, fewer obstacles and no qualms. Oh yes, she knew Isavella well enough from Argiropoulos’s, always making eyes at Diamantis, throwing herself at him. Once Kivelli sailed, he could do as he wished, but like Marianthi, she was not ready to bless her replacement.


    If Diamantis had stopped by the hotel earlier that day to tell her he wasn’t coming, it was a good thing Giorgos hadn’t let him up. How would she have reacted? Like a rejected woman, ripping out her hair and clawing his face, or throwing dishes and knives at the door he closed behind him? She might have been compelled to stay and fight, though she had no hope of winning and was no longer even sure the prize was worth it. Now at least she had a ticket to New York in her purse, and a little while to gather herself up inside her seashell-coloured dress and practise a dignified exit.


    When Diamantis walked into the club half an hour later with Isavella in tow, Kivelli did not leave her seat to greet him and refused to look his way, though the temptation was so strong that resisting it induced nausea. Isavella was flirting with a group of musicians, laughing and soaking up their attentions. Kivelli had always treated them like brothers in order to gain their affection and keep them on her side. The last thing she needed was some other Spiros in the orchestra who she would be forced to contend with every night. Isavella was quite pretty, she had to admit, petite and doll-like — the tallest guy in the orchestra could easily smuggle her out under his jacket without anyone noticing. There were girls who looked like the devil’s backside with better voices than all the starlets in Athens and Piraeus combined, but no one would put them on stage, whereas a pretty girl who could almost hold a tune could fill a room to capacity. Men were shallow and fickle, and Diamantis was apparently no exception.


    How long had he been in the club already — fifteen minutes or fifty? The longer Kivelli sat at her table alone, trying to ignore him, the angrier she became, and by the time he pulled up a chair across from her, she was unable to look him in the face. He was sure to see the disappointment in her eyes, as well as the rage crouching behind it.


    “You’re back,” he said casually, as if she’d just returned from the lady’s room. “You look well-rested, fully recovered.” He reached for her hand under the table and she let him find it. “My God, Kivelli, you’re freezing. Are you still ill?” He looked genuinely concerned, and he rubbed her limp and cold hand between both of his.


    “I wasn’t sick, Diamantis,” she said, pulling away and pouring herself more wine. “I was thinking.” There wasn’t a second glass, so she pushed her plate of mezzedes towards him instead. He picked up a piece of bread and dipped it distractedly into the miniature hill of eggplant puree and offered it to her.


    “I don’t like eggplant. I keep telling the cook not to give it to me, but because it’s his specialty he insists that I’ll eventually come to love it. But I’m not like that. When I love something, there’s no question, and when there are questions, it’s already impossible.” Diamantis put the bread back down onto the plate.


    “I came by the hotel today, but Giorgos wouldn’t let me go upstairs. He blocked the elevator with his body, even though he looked ready to shit himself.”


    “What about the stairs?”


    “I didn’t need to see you that badly.” He laughed, but it wasn’t his easy, deep and throaty laugh.


    “Obviously not.” She glanced at Isavella, who was now chatting up the Smyrniot. Eva was by his side, absorbing every word and gesture the other woman offered.


    “Do you know Isavella? She’s a big fan of yours and knows all of your songs by heart, even the one we recorded. Let me introduce you.” He raised his arm to get her attention, but Kivelli grabbed his wrist and slapped his hand onto the table harder than she’d intended.


    “We have to talk. Right now.” Her breath was rapid and her heart hammered inside her.


    The light in Diamantis’s eyes dimmed. “Yes, I suppose there are things that must be said, no matter how sorry I am to say them.” He reached for her wine glass, then changed his mind, signalling the waiter to bring him one. Kivelli let him flounder in silence for the few minutes it took for the empty glass to arrive. The strain on his face satisfied her in a way his smile hadn’t. “I can’t come to Egypt.” He looked grave with his lips pressed together in a straight line, but his fingers fiddled with the piece of bread. When he finally placed it in his mouth, chewing seemed as painful as grinding chains between his teeth.


    “That’s a shame,” was Kivelli’s clipped reply. “But you’re not forgiven.” She stood to leave, though she didn’t know where she might go to escape this night, this conversation, and the fire in her head and chest. Because now that he’d confirmed it with barely an apology, she felt as if everything between them, from the time they met until this very moment, was being incinerated.


    “I know you’re disappointed, Kivelli, but let me explain. I’m sure you’ll understand my position. Please sit.” She did, but only so she wouldn’t faint.


    After he’d enlightened her with his reasons, she had to admit they made sense; unfortunately, she was no longer particularly interested in sense. The invitation to come to Egypt was an honour, but the opportunity to bring some of his musician friends from Piraeus to the Bella Vista, to combine their rhythms and sounds with that of the Smyrniot’s orchestra, was too big to pass up for a ten day tour, no matter how tempting. He squeezed her hand, then kissed it. It wasn’t that he was unhappy playing at Argiropoulos’s. (The old Greek had very reluctantly given him leave to go to Egypt in the first place — what he would do when he heard that his bandleader was playing down the street instead was another story.) But this was his chance to leave a mark, right here, to change the flavour and direction of things, to bring the two Greeces together at last and make them one. The brightness came back to his eyes, and his face glowed with excitement. Kivelli could almost smell it: Smyrna roses and Piraeus hashish. It was a fine perfume, one she was sure would be a hit. Hadn’t she and Marianthi already created it at the picnic?


    “And what about us?” She pronounced the words as clearly as possible so she wouldn’t be forced to repeat them.


    “What about us? You’ll drive all of Egypt crazy, and if I’m very lucky you’ll come back to me ten days later.” His confidence faltered slightly on the word lucky.


    “It will have nothing to do with luck, Diamantis.” And with that she left him with the scraps of her dinner and the dregs of her wine and took her seat on stage. She was in no mood to sing but forced herself to be animated and passionate, despite the loneliness in her belly. Isavella joined him at the table and tried to engage him in conversation, but he shushed her, so she resorted to eating Kivelli’s leftovers — the eggplant she wouldn’t touch, and the bread that had gone stale while she’d waited for Diamantis to say something that might have convinced her to change her plans.


    As always, singing managed to soothe her nerves, assuage her resentments and spark up her desires. What Diamantis’s luck would be once she stepped onto that ship and sailed away from Greece was not yet clear to him, though Kyra Xanthi might be able to toss a clue or two his way. He would, however, be lucky enough to spend three final nights and days in her bed as if nothing would ever change, though it already had. There were no questions, no confusion, no past or future when they let their bodies speak for them. Kivelli’s parting gift would be to give him something both bitter and sweet to remember her by, something to pine for while lying in the arms of the woman who would come to replace her. One of the Isavellas. One of the Marianthis. Or one of Kyria Eugenia’s pretty virgins.
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    The morning of her departure, Kivelli’s suitcase was packed and bound with string, and her room at the Hotel Xenos would soon be as empty of her as if she’d never been there. Her ticket and passport were in her handbag, but she’d pinned her satin money pouch to the inside of her skirt. With the looser styles, there was plenty of room for it, and unless someone was fresh with her on the ship, it was not likely to be detected. She’d filled a twine basket with all her baubles and toiletries, which she intended to drop off at Kyra Xanthi’s on her way to the port. The old woman could distribute the trinkets to whomever she deemed worthy or most in need amongst the ladies who came to her looking for solace. Kivelli’s only request would be that the lavender soap find its way to Aspasia.


    Diamantis had left a few hours earlier, promising to come down to the docks to see everyone off. He was glad, he said, that she finally saw things his way and had forgiven him for not coming on the tour. There was no reason for him to believe otherwise; Kivelli’s behaviour over the last few days had been as sweet, bright and seductive as their first days together. Once again he assured her that nothing would change between them while she was away. She smiled and kissed him, and he leaned in close to her ear and whispered: first a few lubricious nothings, then the three words that both of them had avoided, words she had swallowed on more than one occasion because she wasn’t sure they were true or even hers, and she was afraid of their consequences. In Marianthi’s case, they’d forced her to choose. Now they’d come too late, after a choice had already been made. If she responded in kind, to his face, in his ear, she would not be able to leave him. But to stay was now impossible. Instead, Kivelli filled the gap in their dialogue with last minute nonsense.


    “It’s a good thing you’re not coming, Diamantis,” she began.


    He gave her a quizzical look, a little bit pained. “Because we’d drive each other mad?” he asked, trying to make light.


    “Not at all, my love.” This endearment made him blush, a reaction that neither her most provocative requests nor her mischievous hands under tables in public places had ever managed to elicit. “It was my plan to get you drunk on board, then have the captain marry us at sea. Captains have that authority, I’m told.”


    His sang-froid regained, he raised an eyebrow. “I’d have to be so drunk that I could barely stand, and I don’t think a respectable captain would marry an unconscious man. Unless he had something against me.” He laughed to dispel his uneasiness. “Then I’d be forced to shoot him for doing me such a bad turn.” He took Kivelli in his arms, and she breathed in his morning smell, both sharp and sweet. She lay her head against his shoulder, let all her weight fall upon him for a moment, then pulled away.


    “You see, Diamantis, you’ve saved the life of the captain, and yourself from prison, by staying right here.” Afraid to look him in the eye, she busied herself with her suitcase, rearranging its contents and transferring a few small items to the twine basket.


    He glanced around the room, then opened a few drawers in the dresser and the doors of the armoire. “You’re not giving up this room just because you’re going for ten days, are you? Where are you going to stay when you come back?” She’d gathered her belongings when he’d been asleep, on his back, his arm resting over his head, the sheet only covering him up to his waist. More relaxed than a man in his predicament had the right to be.


    “I couldn’t live in a hotel forever, an interloper among other people’s things. Marianthi lived like that; everything she had belonged to someone else’s life. In the end, that’s why she couldn’t stay.” It was the first time she’d spoken Marianthi’s name since she’d told Diamantis her friend loved him. This time she wasn’t looking for any particular reaction or comfort. She was just stating a fact to see what he’d make of it.


    But Diamantis wasn’t picking up on any of her hints today, or at least refused to react. “Poor Panayotis, left by his woman without a word of warning. Why would she do something like that? You were friends, you must have an idea.”


    “There was nothing left to say, so why bother saying anything? It was finished,” she replied in a cavalier fashion.


    He nodded and lit a cigarette. “If that was the case, it’s better that she did it like that. Clean. Spared him the hysterics and the tears.”


    “Yes, he was definitely spared.” For the thousandth time she wanted to tell someone, even Diamantis now, about Marianthi’s gift, her ruse, and the Smyrniot’s shame. But it didn’t matter anymore since she was in America, and exposing her husband would not be a vindication for her but vindictiveness on Kivelli’s part. Besides, it was not her story to tell. Not on their last day together anyway. When she was gone, the only person Kivelli wanted Diamantis wondering about was her.


    He offered to carry her bag down the stairs, but she wanted their goodbyes exchanged in private, without prying eyes, and she wanted to walk out alone. They held each other for a long time, long enough for her to replay their entire relationship in her head, from the first kiss to this last one: tender and unknowing, without the urgency of imminent loss. She shed a few tears, which disappeared into his shoulder before he saw them. “I’ll see you later at the port,” he said as he extracted himself from her embrace and smoothed down the lapels of his suit. She nodded and he pinched her cheek lightly. “I don’t know how I’m going to live without you while you’re away, my heart.” He kissed her again and left before she had a chance to respond. She didn’t have an answer for him anyway, but she was sure he would manage.


    Wearing her pale blue jacket and her violet hat with the red silk flower, she took the elevator downstairs for the last time, her small, string-bound suitcase in one hand, the basket of trinkets for Kyra Xanthi in the other. Giorgos wished her a safe journey and a swift return. “We’ll keep your room for you, Miss Kivelli,” he assured. “I’ll even put your name on the door if you like.”


    “That’s sweet of you, Giorgos, but it’s not my room, just somewhere I stayed a while.” She patted his hand as she returned the key. “Don’t lose any money on my account. I haven’t left anything in there except the smell of my perfume.”


    “That alone would be worth preserving,” he replied, kissing her >hand and indulging in a final sniff of her wrist.
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    The cab ride to Piraeus was long and bumpy. Kivelli tried to strike up a conversation with the driver to distract herself and pass the time, but he was less than willing. “Listen Miss, no offence, but I have to watch the road. It’s full of holes because of the rain. They’re predicting more for tonight, as if the cats aren’t wet enough,” he grumbled. She looked out the window. The sky was clear, but far out over the water she could see an army of dark clouds approaching. The sea was already choppy. Waves crested and crashed with barely a break in between, one rushing up the back of another as if trying to overtake it. Would ships sail today? There were no fishing boats on the water, and the gulls were circling, panicked and screaming. Perhaps all plans would be altered: Diamantis’s, the Smyrniot’s, hers. Specific dates had been arranged with the club owners in Egypt, and if the band didn’t sail today, everything would be thrown off schedule, at least for the first leg of the tour. This was sure to displease the Smyrniot. But no matter what the weather, how angry and unwelcoming the seas, Kivelli would not be going back to Athens.


    She asked to be let off at the square in Drapetsona, and from there made her way to Kyra Xanthi’s. The front door was slightly ajar, and she could hear the fortune-teller’s cheerful voice from within, laughing and telling someone that everything would work out. She waited for a second voice to reply but heard no one. When she peeked inside, she saw the old woman was alone, tidying up her little house, still laughing, and responding to the silence as if it had expressed an opinion. Kivelli knocked on the doorframe to make her presence known, and Kyra Xanthi spun around, startled and clutching her heart.


    “Oh, it’s you,” she said, a little out of breath. “I should have known you’d turn up today.” She began rearranging objects in her great, paneless china cabinet, moving things from the top shelf to the bottom and vice versa for no apparent reason.


    “Am I interrupting anything? I heard some voices.” Kivelli looked around again, thinking there might be someone else with her, tucked in a dark corner or in the tiny kitchen.


    “That was just me and Elenitsa. She’s a pretty young thing from your village — died in the fires. She rode the boat over with the refugees and won’t go to heaven because she’s still waiting to be asked to the ball.” Kyra Xanthi shut the doors of the china cabinet, sat down at the table and began to wipe it down with her sleeve. “But she’s the sweetest thing you could ever meet, full of spirit and conceit.” The old woman winked and gestured to her guest to sit, but Kivelli didn’t move or even put her suitcase down.


    Looking around the empty room again, she was not sure what to think. If she hadn’t caught Kyra Xanthi by surprise, she’d suspect she was being teased. She decided to play along. “Does she visit you often?”


    “She turned up right after you tried on those lilac shoes I gave you, and she usually comes back on days when you also appear. Who knows, maybe they were hers and she wants them back. Did you own a pair of lilac shoes, Elenitsa?” she asked the air and nodded at a voiceless reply. Kyra Xanthi was a bit of a joker, but the expression on her face was as calm and guileless as when Kivelli had broken down and confessed everything. “Doesn’t remember. She’s forgotten most things from the past and is now only interested in her future.”

  


  
    Kivelli eyed the empty chair, then gave the old woman a look of reproach for bringing up that afternoon when all her nightmares had spilled out. But she wasn’t there to argue; she had come to say goodbye. At least this game was distracting her from her own anxieties and second thoughts. “What sort of future could a ghost possibly have?”


    “Her future is the same as ours, just on a different plane — about half a metre above the ground. Very close by.” Kyra Xanthi paused for a moment, but not for Kivelli’s reply. “Elenitsa says that if there’s anyone you’d like to contact, you can send the message through her.” Before she could stop herself, Kivelli thought of Papa. But what could he possibly suggest about Marianthi, Diamantis, or her upcoming voyage? It didn’t seem like a conversation she could have with him whether alive or dead. He wouldn’t have any answers for her now; he would probably just cry. In the improbable event that the messenger Elenitsa was hovering a metre over her shoulder, Kivelli decided it best to let the dead, wherever they were, go about their business, undisturbed by her problems down on the ground. Just as she had left them to their fates on the other side.


    “I don’t believe in ghosts, Kyra Xanthi. I have enough trouble believing in the living.” She placed the basket of giveaways on the table, and the old woman immediately began to take things out: the cakes of soap, the hair clips, the old magazines. Laid out in a row, the objects had already ceased to belong to Kivelli, and for a moment she wondered if they ever had.


    “So you’ve decided to make a coquetta out of me.” Kyra Xanthi smiled widely enough for her gold tooth to become visible, and clipped one of the barrettes with pink stones to her kerchief. Kivelli chuckled and might have felt bad had her hostess not laughed along with her.


    “I’m going away today, Kyra Xanthi, and I thought we might visit a bit before I went. But if you’re busy with your … guest …” Her arm was beginning to weaken from the weight of the suitcase. “Put down that bag, silly girl, and sit down. Elenitsa is very pleased to meet you. And she’s dying to know where you’re off to in that pretty hat.”


    “You didn’t tell her I was going to Egypt? I told you all about it at the Bella Vista.”


    “Yes, of course. But she has this crazy idea that you’re going to America instead.” She stared at Kivelli with satisfaction, as if her suspicions were already confirmed.


    She hesitated, but could not bring herself to lie. Had she not come here to tell her of her plans and try to get some information? “I see she’s no crazier than you.” She reached into her handbag and touched her boat ticket. “So does Elenitsa, by any chance, know where Marianthi is?”


    “She has a general idea, but she’s sworn to secrecy.” Now Kyra Xanthi’s look was coy, and Kivelli wasn’t sure what to believe. Perhaps Terzakis had snitched on her.


    “She is or you are?”


    “Doesn’t matter, my girl. I looked into my crystal ball and saw that your paths will cross again. That’s all you need to know right now. But what about the Smyrniot?”


    Kivelli pictured the scowling maestro pacing the dock, cursing her and his wife and all of womankind in a language so vulgar that it would shock even Crazy Manos. Diamantis would try to placate him by asking around discreetly if anyone had seen her in the square, in the shops along the waterfront. He knew her to never be late, even for the most insignificant rendezvous. That morning he’d told her he loved her, and now she had vanished — the reverse of what he’d intended. Would he think to blame himself? Perhaps not during the brouhaha at the port but later, as the hours and days passed, after the Smyrniot returned triumphant or dejected from Egypt, over a drink and a fragrant narghile lit by a girl with bedroom eyes who tried to capture his. Then it might occur to him that he was half the reason Kivelli had left Piraeus and its most famous instrument behind. The other half was waiting for her somewhere in America. Her ship, the SS Excelsior, would sail two hours later, from a different quay where hopefully no one would recognize her or block her way.


    “The Smyrniot can drown himself in his own bile and deceit.” Marianthi’s story was once again on the tip of her tongue. This might not be a bad place to unload it, where it would have some meaning. Kyra Xanthi could put it in the china cabinet with the mismatched plates and old shoes, turn it into a lesson or a gift for someone else. “I thought I might hide out here with you until they sail. The church is the only other place he wouldn’t think to look for me.”


    “The priest would give you up. Better that you came here. Stay as long as you like.”
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    SMYRNA, 1922

  


  
    A great British vessel was anchored in the gulf of Smyrna, and small wooden boats festooned with candlelit lanterns, flowers and ribbons ferried passengers from the Quai to the ship. Kivelli waited her turn. The echo of music playing onboard was carried on the wind, and her feet moved involuntarily under her skirts to the steps of the waltz. She was impatient by nature, an unfortunate quality to possess in Smyrna, where time lost itself regularly along winding streets, under canopies of grape leaves and in glasses of clear, cold raki, which it turned cloudy and warm. She would almost rather do nothing at all than wait, and she subtracted each unrecoverable minute wasted on the Quai from the time she would have on the ship, which frustrated her to the point of tears. Papa, by comparison, was patient as stone, and was content to watch the pretty boats full of delightful people in tuxedos and gowns sail to the ship.


    By the time Kivelli’s turn came to make the crossing, her enthusiasm for the ball had waned considerably. Only the surge of people behind her, eager to get off dry land, prevented her from going home. The little boat teetered as she stepped into it, the last one onboard before it pushed off. Those left behind were in good spirits and threw confetti and flower petals in her wake.


    Guests were welcomed on board by the Berengeria’s captain: a dignified, white-haired man who stood as tall and straight as a statue. He shook Papa’s hand and offered Kivelli a red rose, which she accepted graciously, her gaiety instantly restored. Everywhere she went on the ship, men offered her flowers until her slender arms were full, and her head was light from their perfume. She consigned her bouquet to the waves as a tribute to all the handsome drowned sailors whose souls were reborn in the bodies of gulls. A few clever birds plucked the blooms midair, then dropped them upon the heads of young ladies dancing on the upper deck.


    There was hardly a moment for a bite of food or a sip of wine as one swell after another requested the pleasure of Kivelli’s company on the dance floor. They twirled her under a canopy of stars, and whispered that she was the most beautiful girl on the ship, in Smyrna, in the world. Kivelli smiled coquettishly and told them she was from the moon, then looked with affection and longing towards the white orb hanging full above the ship. She danced with no man twice — not even a local dandy who offered a ride on his red-sailed schooner — and gave equivocal replies to those who insisted they would die if they didn’t see her again. All were set adrift, neither encouraged nor dejected.


    Papa divided his attention between Kivelli’s dance floor liaisons and the business associates who had gathered at his table. Amidst all this music and splendour, these stuffy old men could think of nothing more pleasant to discuss than politics. Artemiadis the gold merchant was worried about some movement unfriendly to Greeks. He blamed the trouble on foreign interests. “Remember the Armenians,” added Papathanos the fur importer, a sober expression on his face. “The British are with us,” Papa stated with confidence. He waved when Kivelli floated by in her green taffeta gown, her gold bracelets jingling like angel’s bells when she waved back.


    Kivelli was sure Papa was right: she had no enemies in Smyrna, only admirers. Doors opened for her wherever she went, and people were always kind and helpful and courteous. They were all Smyrneans, whether Greek or Turkish, Armenian or Jewish, Levantine or European. Looking towards the city’s flickering lights in the distance, Kivelli was surprised by a slight cramp of homesickness in her breast, as if this foreign ship anchored firmly in the harbour were taking her away forever.


    A thunderflash over the water startled her and brought dozens of other guests to the railing. Together they watched a display of red, purple and silver blossoms lighting up the sky. Kivelli followed a group of revellers into a small boat that sailed to a point midway between ship and shore. There she was bathed in a shower of colours, catching embers like fallen stars in her hair, skirts and outstretched palms. A boy in her boat launched a series of Bengal lights that burned brilliant blue eyes into the black velvet firmament, and she laughed as seagulls flew panicked and screaming through the explosions before diving into the water as if escaping war.


    The fireworks were her favourite part of the evening, more marvellous than the music, the dancing, the feast. They erased the delays, the proposals, the homesickness and the glum old bores at the table, speaking of tiresome men’s subjects while the sky was ablaze. Upon her return to the ship, she was glad to see Papa by the railing, applauding the spectacle. He remarked that she’d been kissed by stardust, which had left a smudge on her cheek, and asked if she’d made a wish. “I wished for a thousand nights exactly like this one,” she sighed, and he squeezed her hand and promised she’d have them. Kivelli believed him with all her heart, the fireworks still dancing before her eyes, above her city.


    Before she went to sleep that night, she wrote a letter to Amalia:


    



    My pretty cousin,


    



    The sky over Smyrna caught fire tonight. How magnificent it was as it burned. I watched in awe, my eyes bright with tears. Is it possible to love something, to be totally devoted without even realizing it until, all at once, for no particular reason, you fear its loss? For me that moment came when I watched Smyrna from the water while strains of violins and jaunty horns accompanied the explosions. If only you had been here to witness it, Amalia, to burn along with me and my beloved city …
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    To pass the time until departure, Kyra Xanthi offered to tell Kivelli a story, one which neither Marianthi nor she had ever bothered to ask about. “I don’t tell too many people these old tales, but since you won’t be around here anymore …”


    “You must know by now that I’m against memory, Kyra Xanthi, so you can tell me what you want and I’ll do my best to forget it.”


    Kyra Xanthi had spent so much time listening to others that once she started speaking she was unstoppable; it would have been hard to get a word in edgewise even if Kivelli had wanted to. “It is true I’ve lived a long time,” she began, “so long I’ve almost forgotten what it felt like to be young, to see an unlined face in the mirror, to have strong and beautiful legs.” Kivelli nodded, although she didn’t feel young despite her smooth face, which hid the corrosion in her heart. Sometimes it felt like it was ready to give up, run out of beats like Kosmas and his toumbeleki at the end of a long night. Reading her mind, Kyra Xanthi continued:


    “I think I was always an old lady at heart because I feel more myself with each passing year, as if my body was telling all manner of lies when it sauntered down the street from my mother’s kitchen to the market or to church. In my day, those were the only places a girl was allowed to go on her own — as long as she kept her eyes glued to the ground.” How different was it now? Kivelli wondered. Aspasia was watched over by her vulture of a mother, who would just as soon eat her as let her venture out on her own. She’d been caught sneaking out recently, with painted lips and smelling of lavender. Kivelli had been a bad influence.


    “My limited route didn’t bother me that much. My head wasn’t filled with the same types of dreams as other girls my age. I didn’t want a husband. While I listened to the men chanting the liturgy in church, I prayed for an escape from the match my father had made without my consent. He’d traded me off to Vangelis, the son of a vegetable seller, who had spotted me running errands for my mother.” She gave a cunning smile and leaned in closer. “Today they call him the Cucumber, you know, but back then he was just a skinny kid, no more or less impressive than the usual lot. A good enough boy, though I hear other things about him now from girls who come here with broken hearts.”


    Xanthi stopped speaking for a few minutes, waiting for Kivelli to absorb this information. She then tore an old photograph from the wall and presented it as proof. It might have been the Cucumber if thirty kilos were trimmed away, but could have just as easily been someone else. The young man wore baggy trousers and a white shirt with suspenders, but his enormous ears were his most distinctive feature. It could be those ears were hidden under the Cucumber’s hat — Kivelli had never seen him without it — but she wasn’t convinced, so she laughed to hide her hesitation.


    “You don’t have to believe me. But what reason would I have to lie to you now? In a few hours you’ll be gone forever, and my secret will be yours to do with as you wish. I thought it would tickle you to imagine me as the Cucumber’s girl.” She primped for a moment, readjusting the sparkly barrette on her kerchief, and as Kivelli watched her, the old woman metamorphosed into a small and pretty thing, too mischievous for her own good. Squinting at the photograph again, Kivelli almost recognized the Cucumber.


    “I’d never noticed him in the market, but my mother claimed he’d asked for me himself, even though my dowry was piteous. Then, one evening, he came to my house with his father to make the formal arrangements. He was too shy to look me in the eye when I stepped into the room with drinks! What kind of husband would this trembling goat make, I asked myself, and I knew that I could never let it happen.” The joy, the levity left her voice. “I would throw myself off a cliff into the sea before I was traded like a cow for cucumbers and a head of lettuce. But Mama was adamant.” Kyra Xanthi made the sign of the cross and breathed a few agitated breaths, as if she were reliving the episode and Kivelli was her mother to whom she was pleading for mercy.


    “I begged Mama to find some reason to call off the engagement. I refused to eat. I threatened to kill myself. She told me I might as well because we’d given our word. Then she pulled my hair and warned me that I would not shame the family nor deprive it of fresh vegetables for dinner every night.”


    Her mother stood firm for weeks and didn’t seem likely to give up until Xanthi was wreathed and bound. Her younger sister, Leonora, was also eager to see her married off to Vangelis because there was going to be no chance for her until the older one was gone. Things seemed impossible, hopeless, until Xanthi was visited by divine inspiration.


    “One day Mama sent me to Vangelis’s vegetable stand to pick up our daily allotment of goodwill between in-laws. He still hadn’t looked me in the eye or smiled, and I began to think he had as little to do with our engagement as I did. This made me like him a little more, though not enough to marry him. My betrothed wrapped the zucchini in an old newspaper, and I took the bundle without a word and made my way home. On the outside page was a photograph of a nunnery in the north, an unreal place between heaven and earth. I’d never seen anything like it before.”


    “I’d heard you were a nun. From Marianthi.” As Kivelli spoke her name, her heart cramped. Would she find her again? Would she be forgiven?


    “I had to tell her because she thought I was a witch. Same thing if you ask me. But no one’s heard the full story before except for Alekos.”


    In the middle of the night Xanthi began moaning as if she were trapped in a troubling dream and couldn’t find her way out. “Which in a way was true,” she added. Her mother rushed to her room and found her in a trancelike state, staring at the ceiling, eyes wide open and still whining and whimpering. It took a few minutes to shake her awake.


    “I told Mama that the Virgin Mary had come to me while I slept, and had laid her blessed hand on my forehead.” She’d placed a trembling, clammy hand upon her mother’s; now she put a dry warm one on Kivelli’s. “Then the Mother of God blew her rose breath into my ear.” Young Xanthi’s words wafted out slowly, quietly, though they didn’t smell of roses but of the zucchini and onion pie her mother had made for dinner. “I am to remain a virgin and dedicate my life to the Holy Spirit,” she whispered. Her mother slapped her face and called her a liar and a blasphemer. But the next moment she fell to her knees, weeping at Xanthi’s feet. “Mama was a true believer, so she couldn’t take any chances. She woke my father up immediately and told him that marriage to Vangelis was out of the question. Then in her own moment of divine inspiration told him to offer Leonora.” Kivelli looked incredulous. “Believe what you want. But I have kept at least one of my vows to the Virgin.”


    Leonora was a good girl, but had little imagination or ambition other than to wed. Though she hadn’t been consulted, she did not object to the new arrangement. They combined both girls’ dowries to sweeten the deal, and Vangelis and his father didn’t object either. She died shortly after giving birth to their first child, a boy who Kyra Xanthi had never seen. “So much,” she concluded, “for ordinary ambitions.”


    Free of her arranged marriage, she went to live with fifty other nuns in the middle of the sky. Agia Anastasia was perched atop a slate grey crag that looked like the raised thumb of a giant’s hand. The only way up or down was in a basket attached to thick ropes and a pulley, so most of the nuns stayed up — closer to God — tending a herd of goats named after saints and making sweet wine in the cellar. It was in that intermediate place that Xanthi began to understand the hearts of women, what made them race or break.


    “I learned how the most abrupt and isolated girls could be the softest and kindest on the inside, while the ones with the biggest smiles often had the darkest thoughts and habits. I learned not to believe what I heard from others, but to look for the truth deep in the eyes.” Approaching the other nuns with true curiosity provided her with all she needed to know — their fears and strengths, their disappointments and dreams. “It’s like choosing a melon,” she added. “You need to know where to tap on its body and what to listen for inside.”


    It was also at Agia Anastasia that she developed her talents for prediction. It was easy to guess which girl would never return from the town below where she’d been sent on an errand, or which one would jump off the cliff in despair. Once in a while, Xanthi was able to prevent such a tragedy. She would look at the girl’s palm and tell her something hopeful because she could already see the shadow of death eclipsing her face, turning it grey.


    And sometimes a little colour would return to her cheeks. “A lot of things can change a girl’s mind in a day, in a week. So even if what I’d predicted did not come to pass, something else would happen. There are many small miracles transpiring every day, but it helps if you’re looking for them.”


    One morning, three years after she’d arrived, she woke up knowing her time at Agia Anastasia had come to an end. She did not disappear into the town below, nor did she dive off the cliff. After morning prayers, she went straight to the Mother Superior to inform her she was leaving and to tell her why. “‘I don’t think it’s right,’ I said, ‘that the monks from the nearby monasteries bring us their soiled underclothes to bang against the rocks. Or that the priest who comes to administer communion preaches that this is one more way we can serve God. Let God send me his underpants then!’ Most of my sisters saw nothing wrong with this arrangement, but if I’d wanted to wash a man’s dirty socks, I would have married the Cucumber.” The Mother Superior accepted Xanthi’s decision without fuss, and made no effort to dissuade her lest her blasphemies and disobedience infect the other nuns, give them ideas. But her blessing during Xanthi’s swinging descent in the basket rang with pity and good riddance.


    “Not knowing where else to go, I came back to Piraeus. During my absence, both my parents had died in an accident when a trolley went off its rails, my only sister was already dead, and strangers had moved into our house. I felt like a refugee from the mountains, with nothing but a satchel and the clothes on my back.”


    Kivelli looked at her distressed leather suitcase, at the web of string that held it together. She had come here with nothing; she was leaving with not much more. And there was no cousin Alekos in America to help her find a house, to tell her everything would work out as God willed it. Hopefully, there would be a Marianthi. “I’ve been in this house ever since, more than fifty years I think, though I’ve stopped counting. It’s small but it suits me, and I like having all my things around me, keeping me company.” She swept her arm out like a queen showing off a vast estate. “We must all find where we best belong, my Kivelli. Then happiness and everything else we need will know where to find us. Sometimes a person is born in the wrong place, and sometimes she is exactly where she is supposed to be, like I was. When you find it, you’ll know it. Don’t think twice about it, Kivelli. Piraeus was never going to be that place.”


    Since she’d traded in her ticket to Egypt, she’d agonized over her decision, going back and forth a hundred times, weighing the good against the bad until there was no doubt left that it was time to leave Greece. But what about Smyrna? If something was taken away from you, did it mean it had never really been yours? There was no point asking questions with no definite answers, none that would satisfy or relieve her heavy heart.


    Done with her tale, Kyra Xanthi left the table and began rummaging in her china cabinet again, moving things around, talking to herself, or to the objects, or to Elenitsa. In any case, Kivelli could not hear what she was mumbling. When she turned around again, she was holding a pair of bright red satin shoes. “A going away gift, so you’ll remember me even if you forget my story. And you never know, some handsome American might ask you to dance on the ship.” She winked and dropped the shoes in Kivelli’s lap. “I tried them on myself once. Danced around the room with Alekos like we were young and carefree, but they hurt my old feet.”


    At first Kivelli refused to take them, protesting that her bag was already full, though in truth it was more than half empty. The fancy dresses from the club were in a trunk on their way to Egypt without her, and what she had packed amounted to the bare necessities for a much shorter voyage: underwear, a few blouses and skirts, her sailor’s dress, her white dress and a few other things she’d owned before her ascendancy to the Bella Vista. Stripped of all her frills and feathers, she was no longer the celebrated Smyrnean chanteuse, but simply Kivelli Fotiathi. The old woman looked so eager to give her the shoes, however, that she untied the strings and dropped them in amongst her slips and stockings.


    Their goodbye was quick and without tears, as casual as if she’d be back the next day. Kivelli gave Kyra Xanthi a short hug and a kiss on her plump cheek, searched her eyes one last time for a clue to what the future held or to Marianthi’s whereabouts. But all she saw was her own reflection swimming in the iridescent blue of the fortune-teller’s irises. Kivelli put on her hat, parted the beaded curtain and stepped out onto the front stoop, closing the door behind her.


    During her interlude at Kyra Xanthi’s, the skies had cleared and the sea was mirror-smooth. The Smyrniot’s ship must have already gone, and soon hers would be launching her in the opposite direction, to the America of her youthful desires. Did she still long for a life filled with excitement and novelty? No. Those dreams had been reduced to ashes like everything else, blown out the window and onto the heads of alleycats and stray dogs and pumpkin-seed sellers. But now she had something she’d never had before: a reason to go, and none to come back.
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    PIRAEUS, 1922

  


  
    The quay where the SS Excelsior was moored was swarming with people. They were divided into large groups by towering columns of suitcases, steamer trunks and wooden boxes, and parted occasionally by porters with two-wheeled carts looking for customers not willing or able to carry their own luggage. Peddlers pushed their way through, hawking ring-shaped bread rolls, flaky tiropites, Greek flags and balls of yarn in white and blue, while competing laterna players cranked patriotic songs out of their flower-bedecked barrel-organs. They were all doing a brisk business as the soon-to-be voyagers emptied their pockets and purses of their last Greek coins.


    Progress towards the gangway was so slow that Kivelli, her string-bound leather suitcase clutched to her breast, hardly moved at all, whereas the giant black-hulled ship seemed to be gradually retreating from the thickening crowd on the ever-lengthening quay. This slowness, however, had little to do with the obstacle course of bodies and luggage. Every detail, every gesture was being recorded by her senses: The smells of coal and fish, perfume and sweat. The taste of the black plumes of smoke flowing from the ship’s three striped funnels and clouding the sky. The sight of young women with tear-stained cheeks saying farewell to sweethearts or husbands who promised to send for them after money was made and lodgings acquired. “How long, how long will I wait,” they begged. “Not long, I swear,” was the wholehearted reply, though it did nothing to comfort the abandoned wives. Friends hugged and laughed and slapped backs as they said goodbye, good luck, safe travels. All the while aggravated porters ran over feet, using the nose of their carts to nudge aside anyone who wouldn’t move so they could unload their cargo onto pallets and go back for more.


    Kivelli threaded her way through the throng, holding her breath and using her suitcase as a shield against the flesh of ragged strangers. She closed her eyes for a moment and prayed not to God but to Papa to deliver her safely to the ship. Her heart lurched at the sound of an explosion, and a whiff of black powder peppered her nostrils. Her eyes swept through the crowd for mountain men on horseback brandishing rifles and swords above their heads. But it was only overexcited boys setting off firecrackers. Then someone called out her name, once, twice. She didn’t dare turn around, even though the voice was that of a little boy calling for his sister or cousin, who waved a rag doll above her head and yelled back, “I’m here Christos, I’m here.” Even if Diamantis were to come looking for her, to find out where she was going and why she hadn’t sailed to Egypt with the Smyrniot, there was little chance he’d find her in the crush. To be certain, she took off her violet hat with the red silk flower attached to the band and dropped it on the ground to be trampled. She would buy another in America, one nobody else had ever worn, with no memories or outlived thoughts circulating within its brim. A new hat for the new world; it would be her first act.


    The closer Kivelli got to the ship, the lighter she felt, like she could float above the crowd, use heads and shoulders as stepping stones and alight on the top deck. Though half-empty, her suitcase now seemed heavier than she was, the only thing keeping her on the ground as she shed the carapace that had protected her during her time in Piraeus. Preserved underneath was the girl she was before the Catastrophe: pink-cheeked and high-spirited and dying to go to the America she’d built from her fantasies.


    If Diamantis could see her now, he probably wouldn’t recognize her, though Papa and Constantine and Aunt Penelope might — had they survived, which she doubted. Wouldn’t they have come looking for her by now? Her name had been on the list of refugees from Smyrna, though theirs had disappeared as if they’d never existed. Once the ship sailed, she too would cease to exist.


    At the embarkation point she showed her ticket to an officer in a white uniform with brass buttons lining his chest. He thanked her in English, though she could tell from his accent he was Greek. She smiled and nodded but didn’t open her mouth, not wanting to spoil the illusion that perhaps she was an American on her way home, and Piraeus was nothing more than a place where she’d come to leave.


    Kivelli’s third class cabin was slightly larger than the broom closet at Kyria Effie’s, and she’d be sharing it with three other women whose luggage was already piled in a corner. It was all she could afford since Terzakis wouldn’t take the gold bracelet in payment for her ticket, despite her flirting and fawning. At least she wouldn’t be sleeping out in the open like the villagers from another century who were busy spreading out bedding, marking their territory with blankets and bundles piled at their heads like grave markers. Here lies Angelos, who left for America to find a better life, but froze to death on the way. Kivelli threw her suitcase on one of the top bunks to claim it before the other women arrived, then went back outside.


    Many of the deck dwellers were already stretched out on straw mats and woollen rugs, allowing themselves to be rocked by the ship. They smoked cigarettes and narghiles and exchanged stories about village life, trying to turn strangers into temporary friends. “I’ve never been to Loutro, but I have a third cousin in the next village — maybe you know him?” Others were on their knees praying for safe passage, intermittently snapping at passengers who trod on their property as they stumbled towards the railing to wave goodbye to loved ones, to Piraeus — which stood in for all of Greece — to whatever and whomever they were leaving behind.


    Apart from these minor eruptions, the general mood on deck was jovial. Children played hide and seek and tag, giggling, shouting and singing rhymes. An accordion player squeezed out an old song, and two village girls in headscarves and long embroidered skirts waltzed with each other. It was as lively as the start of a ball on a grand ship, when the first strains of the orchestra made everyone rush to the dance floor. Kivelli remembered twirling beneath a canopy of stars with a handsome swell who insisted he’d die if he didn’t see her again.


    



    I don’t want you, you’re no good


    I don’t care how much you cry


    And if you can’t live without me


    The only choice is suicide


    



    She didn’t know that song then, and now it seemed far too presumptuous. Would Diamantis die without her? She doubted it. Theirs was not that type of relationship, nor had any promises been made. He was not the marrying kind — he’d made that perfectly clear. If anything, he would be grateful she’d spared him the tears and hysterics of her departure. And if he hated her or missed her, he could write a song, though she would never hear it.


    Young women sailing towards husbands they did or didn’t know posed coquettishly for an entrepreneurial photographer. When he approached Kivelli with his offer, she shooed him away. Even if she believed that he was doing something other than ogling women from under the black sleeve of his camera, she had no desire to commemorate this moment. He was bound to have a counterpart in the new world who could capture her arrival.


    Where she would go other than a milliner’s once she landed was as unknown to her as it had been when another ship dumped her in Piraeus, half-alive. There would be no Refugee Relief Society in America to clothe or feed her until she found her bearings. On the application for her visa she’d listed her profession as singer, and Columbia Phonograph in New York as her destination. The address was in a catalogue in the Smyrniot’s office, and one afternoon while she waited for him, she’d copied it into her notebook. The officials at the American Consul either did not check their facts thoroughly or her luck had returned. She might indeed march into Columbia, introduce herself and sing love songs for them in French, English and Greek. Or she could once again become something and someone else entirely, maybe change her name: “Hello, I’m Persephone Watts,” she would say, then offer her hand, not for a kiss but to shake, like a modern woman, like an equal. Kivelli no longer feared the future; if it were to saunter up to her in its white tuxedo and top hat, she would embrace it like a lover, kiss it on the mouth and invite it into her cabin when the other women weren’t there.


    A purser walked through the crowd on deck, announcing there would be a short delay in their departure. Most of the passengers took the news well, though one of the better dressed men, an older version of the Smyrniot, berated the purser as if the delay were his fault. Kivelli held back tears of frustration; she needed the ship to leave immediately because every unrecoverable minute wasted in Piraeus was keeping her from beginning her new life in America. She sat on a bench and rested her head against a wall. It was a shame that in her haste she’d forgotten to bring something to read, a book or magazine to distract herself from her thoughts and her fellow passengers.


    A young woman sat beside her, blubbering that she did not want to go to a country where no one knew or loved her. The woman’s companion crouched before her, promising she would make new friends in America, and that he loved her more than all of Piraeus, but she was inconsolable. Kivelli walked away before the woman’s sadness infected her, and sat with two flirtatious brothers who had already emptied three quarters of a bottle of tsipouro. They offered her a swig, which she gladly accepted, toasting their journey and filling her mouth with the clear, fiery liquid. One of the boys began to sing a song she knew because it was written by Diamantis. It was the one about the Cucumber and Rubini, warning men not to get involved with ignorant women. The brothers laughed as they sang, forgetting half the lyrics and starting over repeatedly as if the phonograph’s needle was stuck, like the ship, like her heart. Had it been one of Marianthi’s songs, Kivelli would have taken it as a good omen. She might have even told the drunken brothers her friend’s secret just to relieve herself of it, though it would have meant nothing to them. They would be more impressed by the fact she’d known Diamantis, but that wasn’t a story she was ready to tell. Maybe once the ship sailed and there was no chance of changing her mind. She took another drink and wished them a good trip before they started singing another song that tested her resolve.


    Three blasts of the ship’s deep-throated horn sent the wellwishing, lovelorn and bag-carrying interlopers scrambling down the stairs as others, late and frazzled, pushed their way up. In the flurry it was certain that someone with no plan to go to America would find himself sailing away to an unknown fate, taking the


    place of another who was not quick or adamant enough and was left behind. Kivelli made her way to the railing for one last look, and a few passengers greeted her as if they knew her, though they didn’t look familiar. Was this just camaraderie amongst voyagers or had they seen her at the Bella Vista or Barba Yannis’s or even in Smyrna? She glanced around the deck to see if she recognized anyone, but she didn’t.


    When the ship shuddered and finally began pulling away from the quay, she looked at the receding city and at the upturned faces seeing them off. Not a Diamantis among them, though she didn’t look too hard. Many of her fellow passengers tossed balls of yarn into the crowd below, winding the loose end around a finger. As distance opened up between ship and shore, the unfurled yarn became taut as the strings of a white and blue harp. Kivelli half-expected a drunken angel to descend from the cloudless sky and play a song, melancholy and celebratory at the same time: a rebetiko tune stripped of its roughness, whose words she knew and could sing along to for the last time. She had no ball of yarn of her own, nor did she wish for anyone to hold onto the other end or try to pull her back. Not even Diamantis, who already seemed part of someone else’s past, a character from a novel she’d lost before she finished. The yarn eventually ran out, forcing the passengers to let go of their ends, the strings dropping into the water — white and blue tendrils undulating in the waves before sinking irretrievably into the darkness beneath.


    Back in her cabin, she met her shipmates for the first time: three sisters from Crete, each a year apart in age, but almost identical with their curly hair, black eyes and plump cheeks. They were sweet girls, who shared their homemade cookies with Kivelli — raisin-filled and sprinkled with sesame seeds — and showed off the embroidered linens from their trousseaus as if they were in a competition. Kivelli liked Anezini, the youngest, best because she reminded her of a scrubbed-down Narella — quick-witted and playful, but still a virgin. Like her former “sister,” all three girls were so absorbed in their own concerns that questions about Kivelli’s life and her prospects in America were easily deflected back onto them. One began, the second interrupted, the third finished the thought and immediately launched into a new anecdote. They were harmless and amusing, though they chattered like a radio she could not turn off, even in their sleep, where the truth came out about boys in their village they’d loved but left behind for three brothers in America they’d never met. Anezini whimpered like a puppy a few times, her fears and homesickness seizing her in her dreams.


    Kivelli couldn’t fall asleep in the hot, airless room, and the chronic pain inside her ribcage was so ferocious it nearly made her scream. She paced the upper deck, gulping lungfuls of sea air, careful not to trip over the villagers who snored or whispered or made love under the rising moon, oblivious to her agony. She felt an urge to unburden herself, to relinquish whatever she still carried, bury it at sea as others left their most precious and troublesome objects with Kyra Xanthi in exchange for lightness and hope. She wanted to empty herself of everything and everyone that threatened her survival. She would need all her strength in America, to find her place, to recreate herself again. But who could she tell? The brothers drunk on tsipouro who wouldn’t remember her by morning? The three sisters planning their weddings and reading each other’s palms to determine how many children they would have? They’d never understand where she’d come from, who she’d been or what lay before her, and she didn’t want her story repeated or corrupted, turned into a tragedy or melodrama by silly, sheltered girls. Since she could neither speak nor sing it, she would have to write it down. Not in the secret language she’d once written to her cousin Amalia, but in the voice she’d wished to reply to Marianthi’s letter, although she’d failed.


    For the duration of the voyage, Kivelli slept all day and stayed up all night. In the dead silence between past and future, between Greece and America, she retraced her steps. It was shocking how quickly the pages of her notebook filled, how furiously the words came. She began with things already half-decomposed and formless: scenes from her life in Smyrna and its end, which she reconstructed and embellished, filling in the blanks in her memory, writing them as if they’d happened to someone else. Of her arrival in Piraeus, her time at Kyria Effie’s and her first encounter with Spiros, she wrote whatever she fancied, raising the dead, the troublesome and the vain, putting words in their mouths, thoughts in their heads as if she were an artist like Colette. Perhaps Spiros had redeeming qualities that his mother could enumerate, or Crazy Manos moments of gentleness and humility that he didn’t dare show for fear of being ridiculed. But those things were not part of her story.


    By the time she arrived at the more recent episodes, they too had faded enough for her to tell as she pleased. Yet as she wrote, she could not help but wonder about her own role: If she had been warmer to the Smyrniot, might he have turned into an ally, taking her further than Egypt, to Paris and Rome, and even to America? And if she’d told both Diamantis and Marianthi the truth from the beginning, allowed nature to take its course, what might have transpired differently? Would she be on this ship alone? She’d put her desires, her suspicions first, and for that she was sorry. But it was too late to change anything now, so she wrote it as she recalled it, without trying to make herself seem blameless.


    Nonetheless, it hurt to describe the betrayed look on Marianthi’s face the night at the Bella Vista when she confessed that Diamantis was her lover, and the drumming of his heart as he pressed his body against hers for the last time, the question in his eyes he’d assume her flight was the answer to. He would understand her departure as an unexpected, perhaps regrettable turn in his story, just as she took his actions and inactions as instrumental to hers, though neither version was the truth. Without Marianthi, there was nothing left to hold them together — they were both her creation and their song had come to an end. The greatest relief, however, came from revealing Marianthi’s secret, giving her the credit her husband denied her, and finally setting her free. As for Kyra Xanthi’s winding tale about the Cucumber and the nunnery, she told it as the old woman hoped she would — fully and in her own words, even though no one would ever read it.


    Every morning as the sun rose, turning the water orange as fire, Kivelli tore out the pages she’d composed overnight and gave them a solemn and dignified burial at sea. She shed no tears as she watched the sheets covered in her tiny, wild script float, then sink. Instead, she imagined luminous fish carrying her memories down into weed-filled caves where they’d rest among shipwrecks, lost cities and fortunes, and the bones of the loved and the unloved, until the saltwater erased the ink, then dissolved the paper.

  


  


  
    GLOSSARY

  


  
    aman: mercy, pity or alas in Turkish


    



    asteri: star


    



    baglamas: small stringed instrument


    



    Barba: uncle


    



    behleri: single string worry beads


    



    bouzouki: Greek musical instrument of the lute family, with a pear-shaped body and long neck


    



    briki: small pot for brewing coffee


    



    fafouti: toothless man


    



    fassaria: trouble, commotion


    



    hammam: public baths


    



    Kyr: Mr.


    



    Kyra: Mrs. (informal, slang)


    



    Kyria: Mrs.


    



    kafenion: coffee shop


    



    kseri: card game


    



    laterna: barrel organ


    



    loukoumades: small round donuts with honey and walnuts


    



    loukoumi: Turkish Delight


    



    mangha: tough guy


    



    manghissa: tough girl


    



    manghites: young toughs


    



    meltemi: strong August wind


    



    mezzedes: hors d’oeuvres


    



    narghile: hookah, waterpipe


    



    outi: oud


    



    pitsiriki: little fellow


    



    putana: prostitute, whore


    



    rebetiko: Greek urban folk music, combining influences from European and Middle Eastern music. Often referred to as the Greek Blues.


    



    retsina: Greek white (or rosé) resinated wine


    



    skordalia: potato and garlic puree


    



    tekke: hash den, from the Turkish word for Dervish convent


    



    tiropites: cheese pies


    



    toumbeleki: round, flat drum


    



    tsifteteli: Greek belly dance


    



    tsipouro: eau de vie, moonshine


    



    xenos: foreigner
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