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Chapter 1 — The Eighth Session
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The iron gate of his grandmother's house was the same iron gate Sami had pulled at since he was nine and tall enough to reach the upper hinge. The hinge still caught at the same place. He lifted at the catch with his thumb the way she had taught him, and the gate swung in against the lemon tree.

It was July and not yet four o'clock. The rue Mongi Slim was at the part of the afternoon when the shutters along the avenue had been closed since two and would not open again until after six. He had walked from the Centre across the avenue and through three quieter blocks; in the second of them a small boy on a bicycle had said sahha to him without looking up and Sami had said it back. The greeting had landed in the part of his hearing that did not catalogue. He catalogued the not-cataloguing as he turned the corner into his grandmother's street.

The lemon tree had a fruit on the south branch that had set the previous month and was not yet yellow. He pulled the gate closed behind him. The tiled court was swept. The clay pot with the olive sapling she had brought back from her sister's house in 2019 stood at the corner of the court in its small square of midday shade. He stepped over the threshold of the kitchen door because the threshold had been higher than the rest of the house since the rains of the second winter Amalia had lived here without his grandfather, when the back wall had been repointed and the threshold had been reset one finger higher than it had been before.

The kitchen smelled of coffee. She had heard the gate and had put the briki on.

"Tata," he said. He used the Greek for her without thinking about it.

"Sami," she said. She did not turn from the stove. She was watching the foam come up in the briki and would turn when the foam had reached the rim and not before. He set the shoulder bag down on the chair he had taken with him through every visit since he was small, the chair against the kitchen wall with the cane seat she had told him forty years ago that she had wound herself. He set the bag down carefully because of the recorder inside it. He stood at the table and watched her watch the foam.

"Sit down," she said. "Don't stand at me."

He sat. The table was where it had always been, the table that opened the kitchen onto the court, the table where she had taught his great-aunt at four and her own daughter at four and him at six. The chair on the court side of it was hers; the chair on the kitchen side was for whoever she had decided would be at the kitchen side that afternoon. He had been at the kitchen side since he was small. He had never been on the court side. He did not know whether the rule was a rule or a habit she had not noticed enforcing.

She poured the coffee into two small cups. She added the orange-blossom water to her own from the small glass bottle on the shelf beside the candle. She did not add it to his because he had told her at sixteen that the orange-blossom water was not for him. She had remembered for sixteen years.

The candle on the shelf was lit, which it was not always lit. He noticed the candle without remarking on the candle.

She sat down across the table from him.

"Eight times," she said.

"Eight times."

"You have heard the song eight times this summer."

"Three times for the recording. Five times before that."

"Three times for the recording," she said. "And today is the fourth time for the recording."

"The fourth time for the recording. Yes."

"Why so many."

He looked at her. She was waiting.

"For the lemon tree," he said.

She made a small sound at the back of her throat that was not a laugh but was the sound at the back of her throat that he had heard her make in the place of a laugh since he was nine. She drank a little of the coffee. He drank a little of his coffee. The coffee was hot.

"For the lemon tree," she repeated. The repetition had the slight French rise at the end of the verb that she had inherited from her grandmother and that her own daughter had not inherited and that he had not inherited but could hear when she did it, the way he could hear the difference between a B and a P in an Arabic word a Tunis speaker would not have heard at all.

"The leaves," he said.

"The leaves are loud today."

"The leaves are correct today."

She made the sound at the back of her throat again. She drank a little more of the coffee.

"Put your recorder near the door," she said. "I will sing for the lemon tree."

He got up from the table. He brought the shoulder bag with him to the kitchen door and set the bag on the small wooden stool that had been by the door since the second winter of his grandfather's not being in the house. He took the recorder out. It was a small flat machine, blackplastic, with the cardioid head he had brought back from a conference in Lyon two summers ago. He put the recorder on the stool with the head pointed into the court at the angle that took the lemon tree to the right and the kitchen to the left in equal balance. He hit the small button at the side of the recorder and the display lit. He watched the level on the display settle. He could hear the bottom of his grandmother's breathing in the kitchen at the level the cardioid head was reading, which meant the lemon leaves would come through clean.

"It is recording," he said.

"Allez," she said, in French, without looking up from her coffee. She had said this to him at the beginning of each of the previous three sessions and at the beginning of the five sessions before the recording had started. He had not asked her why she switched to French to begin and he did not ask now. She did it. He noted it. He had begun to think of it as the small permission she gave herself to begin in a language none of the three women who had taught the song had begun in, so that the beginning was hers.

He came back to the table. He sat down across from her. He did not look at the recorder. The recorder was correctly placed and was on, and looking at the recorder during the take was the surest way to lose what the take was for.

She began.

The first verse was the verse he had heard eight times now. She sang it in the unhurried voice she sang it in. The melody sat low in her throat and did not move very far from where it began. The Greek of the verse was the Greek of the song, which was not the Greek she spoke at the table and was not the Greek the parish read on Sundays; it was the Greek a Kalymnian woman would have sung in the 1890s before the sponges were gone and the men with them. The Arabic that came in at the end of the third line was an Arabic he had not heard outside of this song from this woman. It was older than her. It was older than her mother. He had asked her once at twenty-two what the Arabic word meant and she had said it meant nothing now, which had been her way of telling him that she had asked her own mother and her own mother had told her the same.

She came to the chorus. The chorus was the counting line. She counted the saints.

She counted them in the order she had counted them at the table when he was six and the order she had counted them in the previous three sessions and the order she had counted them in the five sessions before. He had heard the order eight times. He had not written it down. The recorder was writing it down now.

The names came in the rhythm of a woman who had counted them at this table at four and had not been allowed to forget the count. Each name took the same small breath at the end of it before the next name. The breath between the seventh name and the eighth name was the same length as the breath between the third name and the fourth. The rhythm was the rhythm of something that had been counted to keep it counted, not to dress it. He listened to the rhythm and to the count and to the way the leaves moved in the small wind that had come in over the court wall from the avenue.

She sang the second verse. The second verse was the verse about the women at the door of the church when the men had not come back. She sang it without flourish. The second verse did not have the count. He had heard the second verse three times and twice before the recording had started, and the second verse was, for the engineer in him, the verse that needed the most patience because the second verse was where her voice went briefly into the register her parish had trained, which was not the register the song was in and not the register the table was in. The two registers did not blend in her throat. The second verse worked because the seam between the registers was where the women at the door had stood.

She came to the chorus again. She counted the saints again.

She counted them in the same order.

Sami listened. The rhythm was the rhythm. The count was the count. The leaves were correct. The cardioid head was where he had put it.

She came to the third verse.

The third verse was the verse he had only heard four times. She had told him at the beginning of the summer that the third verse was for after the second; that the song was three verses, not two; that her mother had not always sung the third and that she, Amalia, had decided some years ago that she would sing the third when she sang the song and not before. She had not said why. He had not asked. He had noted that in the four times he had heard the third verse it had carried a small slowing at the start that the first two verses did not carry, as if she gave herself one small extra breath before the third verse to remember that she had decided to sing it.

She gave herself the small extra breath. She sang the third verse.

The third verse was about a road and a saint's day and a woman walking. The Greek of the third verse was the same Greek as the first; the Arabic word at the end of the second line was the same word that had come at the end of the third line of the first verse, the word he had asked her about at twenty-two. The third verse ended with a small turn back toward the counting chorus.

She counted the saints.

She counted them in the same order.

He listened. The recorder listened. The leaves moved. A neighbor's radio two houses down had a Tunisian melody at very low volume that the cardioid head would either take or not take and that he would decide about at the desk that night.

She came to the seventh name in the count. The seventh name was the saint whose day fell in October in any calendar a Greek-Orthodox-trained ear had been taught. She gave the name the breath it always took. She moved to the eighth name.

The eighth name was a saint whose day fell in August.

He heard the eighth name and his hands stayed where they were on the table and his face did not change because his face had been trained not to change at a kitchen table since he was nine. The order August-after-October was not the order of the liturgical year and was not the order of the parish year and was not the order of any year he had ever read. He had heard the eighth name in the previous three sessions and in the five sessions before, in this same place in the count, and he had not heard it. He had heard the count as count. He had not heard the count as sequence.

He heard the ninth name and the tenth and the eleventh, and the count went on in the order she had counted it eight times, and the order was an order, and the order was wrong, and the order was the only order she had ever sung it in.

The recorder lit at the small display in the way it did when the input level rose past the threshold he had set. The level had risen because his grandmother had pushed slightly on the eleventh name in the way she pushed on the eleventh name. She had pushed on the eleventh name in each of the previous three sessions and in the five sessions before. The push was the push. The level was the level. He watched the small display from the corner of his attention. The display dropped back to the line.

She sang the twelfth name.

The song closed on the twelfth name the way the song closed. The melody returned to the low place it had begun in. The breath after the twelfth name was the breath she had taken to end the song at the table when he was six. She did not add anything to the end. She did not say anything. She drank a little of her coffee, which was cold now.

He waited. He waited the small wait he waited at the end of every recording, which was the wait the cardioid head needed in order to give him a clean tail of the ambient before he stopped the take.

He counted twelve seconds. The leaves moved twice in the twelve seconds. The radio two houses down moved on to a different melody at a slightly different volume. A small wind came in across the court and put a wrinkle in the line of his shirt at the cuff. He stood up from the table and went to the door and stopped the recorder.

The small display showed the take at forty-one minutes and twelve seconds. He noted the time at the corner of his attention because he would write it on the index that night. He put the recorder back into the shoulder bag and put the bag on the stool and came back to the table.

"Tata," he said. "Thank you."

"Eight times," she said.

"Eight times," he said.

He sat down. She poured them both a small fresh measure of the coffee from the briki. He thanked her in Arabic; she thanked him in Greek; they did not laugh at the small private trade because the small private trade was old enough that they no longer marked it. He drank the fresh coffee. It was hot again. She had put the briki back on for the small fresh measure and he had not noticed her doing it.

"You are still hearing it," she said.

He looked at her.

"The song," she said. "You are still hearing it. Even with the recorder on. You hear it for the recording and you hear it for the lemon tree. Sometimes you hear it for me."

"I hear it for you."

"Good."

She drank a little of the coffee. She looked at the candle on the shelf. The candle had burned down a finger's width during the take. She looked at it without remarking on it. She did not light a candle every time he came; she lit a candle on the days when she had decided to light a candle, and the days were not the days the parish calendar marked. He had known the days were not the parish days since he was twelve. He had not asked her which saint the candle was for. The not-asking had become, across twenty years, the way he honored that there was a saint and that the saint was hers.

"You will come again," she said.

"I will come again."

"Bring me the recording on the small machine," she said. "I want to hear it once before you put it in the file."

"I will."

"You don't have to," she said. "Only if you want to."

"I want to."

She nodded once. She drank the rest of her coffee. She did not get up. He understood that she was waiting for him to leave the way he understood, after twenty-three years of leaving this table at the end of an afternoon, that she would not say so and that the waiting was the form her permission for him to leave took.

He stood. He picked up the shoulder bag from the stool. He stopped at the door of the kitchen and looked at her across the table. She had not moved. She was looking at the lemon tree through the door of the court.

"Khalas," he said.

"Pige na doulepseis," she said. Go and work. The Greek of the verb was the Greek of the table. The eyes were the eyes of a woman who had told him to go and work since he had begun to know what work was.

He crossed the tiled court. He passed the olive sapling in its clay pot. He pulled the iron gate open at the catch with his thumb and stepped through. He pulled the gate closed behind him. The hinge caught at the same place.

The rue Mongi Slim was the same rue Mongi Slim it had been when he had come down it forty-five minutes ago. The shutters were still closed. The boy on the bicycle was somewhere else. The air smelled of mint from a window box on the second floor of the house across the street and of diesel from the avenue two blocks down. He walked toward the avenue with the shoulder bag against his hip.

The recorder weighed what the recorder weighed. He had carried the recorder home from this house seven times before. The eighth weight was the same weight. He noted that the weight was the same and that he had noted it.

At the avenue he turned right toward his apartment off the Avenue Habib Bourguiba. The shutters on the avenue had begun to open the small amount they opened at four-thirty. He walked at the pace he walked. He listened to a man on the corner negotiate with a vendor over the price of a melon in mixed French and Arabic. He listened to himself listen. He did not yet know what was in the bag. He had captured what he had come to capture, the eighth session, the clean ambient take with the lemon tree audible and his grandmother's voice unhurried and the count in the order it had been counted to her at the table at four. He had what he had come for. The recording was the recording.

The eighth name had been the eighth name. It had been the eighth name in eight sessions. He had not heard the eighth name as a question until today.

He walked the rest of the way home. He did not call anyone. He set the shoulder bag down by the desk and stood at the desk for a long moment with his hand on the bag and did not take the recorder out. The afternoon was not finished. The work could begin tonight.

* * *
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Chapter 2 — The Order
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The apartment off the Avenue Habib Bourguiba had two windows on the avenue side and one on the courtyard side. Sami had chosen it in his second year at the Centre because the courtyard window opened onto a wall painted the pale ochre Sfax wall paint of his childhood. He had taken the avenue side as the rent he paid for the wall.

The desk faced the courtyard window. The desk was a kitchen table he had carried up the stairs from a shop on rue Mongi Ali in 2017 and had not moved since. On it: the small flat recorder; the headphones; a stack of three transliteration notepads with the green covers he bought from the stationer near the Centre; a black pen; a blue pen; an empty water glass; a small lamp with a paper shade. The lamp was on. The avenue side window was open four fingers because the building did not breathe across the apartment in July unless the avenue side was open at least four fingers and the courtyard side was open all the way.

He had eaten a piece of bread at the door before he sat. He did not remember eating it. The plate was on the counter behind him.

He plugged the headphones into the recorder. He pressed the small button at the side of the recorder and the display lit. He set the recorder on the desk at the angle he set it. He opened the topmost green notepad to a new page. He wrote, at the top of the page, in the small careful hand he had used since he was twelve: *eighth session, 24 July, 16:42 to 17:23, courtyard kitchen, lemon-tree ambient, cardioid head door-mounted, level clean.*

He underlined the line once.

Below it he wrote: *transliteration, verse three chorus, names.*

He pulled the headphones over his ears. The world went small and went close. He could hear the avenue four fingers away through the foam of the left earcup, faintly, the way a man on the other side of a wall can hear that there is a man on the other side of a wall. He set the playback to the start of the third verse. He let the verse run. He did not write yet.

The first reading was for rhythm.

He had taught himself, the year he had bought the first recorder for the project, that he was not allowed to write a transliteration until he had listened to a take three times. The first listen was for the rhythm. The second was for the syllables. The third was for what was not said. He had not arrived at the three readings as a theory. He had arrived at them through the first elder he had recorded, a Greek-Tunisian widow in her eighties at La Marsa who had sung him a wedding song at the request of her niece, and whose take he had transliterated on the train back to Tunis with the cleanness of a man who believed his ear was sufficient. Two weeks later at his desk he had listened slow. What his ear had taken on the train as a single word had been two words with a small intake of breath between them, and he had not heard the breath because he had been writing. After that he had not written on the first listen, ever. The counting became method, and the method became discipline, and the discipline became the small private rule by which he treated his elders as he had been taught at his grandmother's table to treat his elders.

The first listen was for the rhythm.

He let the verse run. He did not look at the page. His pen was in his hand, capped. The third verse began with the small extra breath he had heard her give it that afternoon. The small extra breath was the rhythm of the verse before the verse was the verse. He counted in his throat without sound. He heard the Arabic word at the end of the second line that was the same Arabic word that came at the end of the third line of the first verse. The small reach of his throat toward the word as she sang it was the body's memory of having stood with his great-aunt at the same table at four when his great-aunt had sung the song for him for the first time, and his great-aunt had reached for the same word in the same way.

The verse turned toward the counting chorus. He let the chorus run. He counted in his throat. He did not name the saints in his throat. He counted them as numbers.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Seven.

Eight.

Nine.

Ten.

Eleven.

Twelve.

The chorus ended. The breath after the twelfth was the breath she had taken to end the song at the table when he was six. He stopped the playback at the breath.

He took the headphones off and set them on the desk. He looked at the page. The page was still blank below the underlined line. He drank from the water glass. The water was warm. He went to the kitchen counter and refilled the glass at the tap and came back and sat and drank again. He looked at the courtyard window. The wall on the other side was holding the pale ochre as the dusk came down on it.

The second listen was for the syllables.

He put the headphones back on. He set the playback to the start of the chorus. He uncapped the pen.

He wrote each name as he heard it, syllable by syllable, in the small Latin-script transliteration he had developed for the project, which used the conventions of the Sfax-recorded oral-history corpus he was building so the names would be searchable later by a researcher who did not read Greek. He wrote them down the left margin of the page in a column, one to a line, with the number in front of each name, in the order she sang them.

The first name went down. He let the syllable land before he moved the pen. He wrote the second. He wrote the third. The fourth he had to take twice; he stopped the playback, rewound four seconds, played it again, wrote the fourth. He moved on to the fifth. The sixth, the seventh.

He came to the eighth name.

He wrote the eighth name in the same small careful hand. He looked at it on the page. He moved on. He wrote the ninth, the tenth, the eleventh, the twelfth. He stopped the playback at the breath. He set the pen down. He took the headphones off again. He looked at the column.

Twelve names in the order she had sung them.

He had not allowed himself, on the first listen, to name the saints in his throat. He had counted them as numbers. He had heard the count as count. He had stayed with the rhythm because the rhythm was what the first listen was for. Now he had the syllables.

The third listen was for what was not said.

He looked at the column before he put the headphones back on. He did not put them back on yet. He uncapped the blue pen this time. He moved to the right side of the page and wrote, beside each name, in the small careful hand, the saint's day his ear had been trained to assign to the name. The first three he wrote from memory. The fourth he wrote from memory and then opened the small pocket calendar he kept in the desk drawer and checked, and corrected by one day in the blue. The fifth, sixth, seventh from memory; checked the seventh against the calendar because the seventh saint had three octaves observed across the year in Sfax and he wanted the one the parish observed. The eighth he wrote from memory.

He stopped at the eighth. He looked at what he had written.

In the left column: the name as she had sung it. In the right column: the saint's day his ear assigned. He looked at the eighth name. He looked at the seventh. The seventh fell in October. The eighth fell in August. He looked at the line between them. The line was the same line he had drawn between every name in the column, the small horizontal stroke of his ruler that separated one line from the next on the green notepad page.

He sat with the line.

He looked at the rest of the column. He wrote the ninth in the blue, from memory, against the name in the left margin. The ninth fell in November. He wrote the tenth, which fell in March. The eleventh, which fell in May. The twelfth, which fell in January.

He had twelve names down the left margin and twelve calendar dates down the right.

He read the dates down the column.

January for the first name. April for the second. June for the third. February for the fourth. September for the fifth. December for the sixth. October for the seventh. August for the eighth. November for the ninth. March for the tenth. May for the eleventh. January for the twelfth.

He read them again. He read them a third time.

The order was not the liturgical year. The liturgical year, in the Patriarchate of Alexandria calendar his grandmother's parish followed and in the calendar his own confirmation as a boy had drilled into the part of his ear that was trained to it, began the first of September and ran through the eight feasts of the Mother of God and the cycle of named days a Greek-Orthodox-trained boy could rehearse from his catechism. The order on the page was not that order. The order was not the parish-Sfax order either, which his ear had been trained to alongside the Patriarchate calendar and which placed the patronal days of the Sfax community at the front of any list a community elder would draw up for a project like his. The order was not the order in which a Kalymnian woman in 1890 would have listed twelve saints either, if the question had been put to her, because the names were not all Kalymnian and the cluster around the patronal days of the Aegean was not the cluster on the page.

The order was an order. The order was Amalia's. The order was not random.

He read the dates a fourth time, against the rule he had set himself of three. The fourth reading was the reading he allowed himself when the third reading had not told him what he needed to know. He read the dates with the small precision of the fourth reading.

January, April, June, February, September, December, October, August, November, March, May, January.

The interval pattern between named days was the interval pattern. He counted it. January to April: three months. April to June: two. June to February: eight, counting forward across a year. February to September: seven. September to December: three. December to October: ten, counting forward. October to August: ten. August to November: three. November to March: four. March to May: two. May to January: eight.

Three. Two. Eight. Seven. Three. Ten. Ten. Three. Four. Two. Eight.

He wrote the eleven numbers in the small careful hand at the bottom of the page below the column. He looked at them. He looked at the column above them. He looked at the wall through the courtyard window.

The numbers were not the numbers of the liturgical year. They were not the numbers of the parish-Sfax cycle. They were not the numbers of any cycle he had read. The numbers were a sequence. The sequence was Amalia's, in the order she had sung it eight times this summer and in the order she had sung it to him at the table when he was six and in the order, if the song lived in her body the way she had said it lived in her body, her mother had sung it to her at the same table when she was four.

He stopped working.

He set the blue pen down. He capped it. He set the black pen down. He capped it. He took the headphones off. He looked at the page. The lamp had the page at the angle the lamp had it. The avenue outside was at the hour the avenue was at, which was the hour after the shops closed and before the cafes filled, and the avenue had the particular quiet of that hour, which was the quiet of a few car horns and the call of a peanut vendor at the corner two blocks down.

He thought about who he could call.

He thought about Marina in Athens. He thought about Eleni in Sydney. He thought about Lysandra, whose number he had at the bottom of a file in the second desk drawer and had used twice in his life. He thought about the parish council office across the avenue from the Centre where Yannis Trikalinos sat three afternoons a week with the donation ledgers in a cabinet to which Yannis had not granted Sami access. He thought about his grandmother.

He did not call anyone.

He sat with the page. He did not yet have a frame for what was on it. He had a column of twelve names and a column of twelve dates and a row of eleven intervals at the bottom, and he had the engineer's certainty that the order was not random and the recording engineer's discipline of not naming a pattern he did not yet have the frame to name. He had been trained, by his grandmother and by his career, to wait. He waited.

After some time he got up and went to the kitchen and put the kettle on and made a glass of mint tea. He brought it back to the desk. He set the glass on the corner of the desk and sat down and looked at the page again. The page was the same page.

He turned the page.

On the fresh page he wrote, in the same small careful hand: *index entry, eighth session, 24 July.*

He underlined the line.

Below it he wrote: *speaker: Amalia Ben Youssef-Kouris, b. 1947, rue Mongi Slim, Sfax.*

The hyphenated name went down on the page in his own hand for the first time. The project's index used the speaker's birth name in full as the speaker gave it when consent was taken. Amalia had given the hyphenated form at the first session in May, at the kitchen table with the consent form he had drawn up in Arabic and French because she had asked for both. She had said the hyphen was for the part of her that was her father and the part of her that was her mother, and that she had used it since she was twenty when she had begun her own household. He had written it on the consent form. He had not written it on a project page since, because he had not arrived at this entry until tonight.

He looked at the name on the page.

He thought of the iron gate and the lemon tree and the kitchen and the candle on the shelf and the chair on the court side of the table that was hers and the chair on the kitchen side that was his. He thought of her mother whom he had never met and her mother's mother whom her mother had not lived to see her oldest grandchild be old enough to ask about. He thought of the order on the page in the other notepad. He thought of the small extra breath she gave to the third verse.

He wrote below the name: *language: Greek (family-affection register, Kalymnian-emigrant 1890s inflection), Arabic (household and song-internal), French (sessional opening, civic register).*

He wrote below that: *song: family counting song, three verses, twelve-name saint's-day chorus.*

He stopped.

He looked at the line. He did not write *cipher*. He did not have the frame. He had a song, and he had a singer, and he had a column of dates that did not match any year he had been trained to. He wrote, after the existing line: *order of chorus names notable; see green notepad p. 1, eighth session transliteration.*

He set the pen down.

He drank the mint tea. It was cold by the time he drank it. He had let it sit. He looked at the courtyard wall through the window. The dusk had taken the ochre out of the wall and left the wall the color of a wall in the dark.

He turned back to the previous page in the notepad. He looked at the column of names and the column of dates and the row of intervals. He read the numbers at the bottom of the page once more.

Three. Two. Eight. Seven. Three. Ten. Ten. Three. Four. Two. Eight.

He did not yet know what the numbers were the address of. He knew only that a count kept this carefully inside a song was a count that pointed somewhere, and that somewhere was a place, and that someone had wanted both the place and the pointing kept. A count was not a keepsake. A count was a set of directions to a thing, and a thing that needed directions hidden inside a child's song for eighty years was a thing that had been put somewhere and not retrieved. He knew the order was not random and he knew the woman who had sung the order to him eight times this summer had been taught the order at four by her own mother and that the order had been kept inside the song for as long as the song had been kept inside the women.

He thought of the candle on the shelf.

He thought of the not-asking, in twenty years, which saint the candle was for. He thought of the small private fact that the eighth name on the column in the notepad and the candle on the shelf were the kind of fact that had now become, in his apartment at the hour after the shops closed and before the cafes filled, no longer separate facts.

He did not write that down either.

He put the cap back on the blue pen and the cap back on the black pen and aligned them on the desk at the angle he aligned them. He closed the green notepad with the column in it. He left the green notepad with the index entry in it open at the entry page. He set the recorder to its end-of-session sleep. The display went dark.

The avenue at the four-finger gap of the window had the call of the peanut vendor at the second of the three places he stood between four and ten and the small sound of a moped on the next street over. Sami sat at the desk for some time without moving. He drank the last of the cold tea. He did not eat. He had eaten the piece of bread at the door.

He thought of his grandmother at her own table with her own coffee, which she would have made at eight the way she had made the eight-o'clock coffee since his grandfather had stopped being in the house. He did not think she had taught him the song to ask him to do anything with it. She had taught him the song because the song was what she had been taught, and the teaching was the form the keeping took.

He sat with the page.

He had heard the song three times before he had transliterated it. He had counted the listens. He had let the first listen be for the rhythm and the second listen be for the syllables and the third listen be for what was not said. The third listen, this evening, had told him that what was not said was the frame for the order. The frame was not yet in his hand. The frame was somewhere outside the song, in a place the song was pointing at without naming, the way Amalia pointed at the candle by not naming the saint and the way she had pointed at Yannis Trikalinos, the second time he had ever asked her about Yannis, by not naming whatever it was Yannis had carried since his wife had died.

He stood up from the desk.

He went to the courtyard window. The wall on the other side was dark. He could hear, faintly, somewhere in the building, a radio playing what he thought was the same Tunisian melody he had heard from two houses down at his grandmother's that afternoon. He listened to it for a moment. He listened to himself listen.

He went back to the desk. He looked at the index page. He looked at the column page through the green cover.

He thought of Marina, who had told him once over coffee at a conference in Athens that she had begun, in her own work, to treat any pattern in an archive that was too clean as a pattern someone had wanted to be found. He thought of Eleni, whom he did not know well, but whose certified Pearl Ledger excerpt he had been waiting for the courier to deliver for two weeks. He thought of Lysandra, whom he did not know at all. He thought of his grandmother sitting at her kitchen table.

He did not call any of them.

He turned off the lamp on the desk. He left the recorder on the desk and the headphones on the desk and the two notepads on the desk. He went to the kitchen and washed the tea glass at the sink. He set the glass upside down on the cloth by the sink. He went to bed.

He did not yet sleep.

He lay in the dark and counted the months without moving his lips: three two eight seven three ten ten three four two eight. The count did not give him the frame. He stopped after the third time he had counted it, because the discipline he had taught himself was three readings and the discipline held in the dark as it held at the desk. He let the count go. He listened to the apartment. The apartment had the particular quiet of his apartment at night, which was the quiet of the avenue side at the hour after the cafes had filled and before they had emptied, and the quiet of the courtyard side which was the quiet of the wall.

He slept after some time. He did not dream of the song. He did not dream of anything he remembered in the morning. The eighth name was the eighth name, and it had been the eighth name in eight sessions, and tomorrow when the courier from Sydney came to the Centre with the flat envelope from Eleni's office that he did not yet know was coming, the eighth name would be at the desk waiting for him to come back to it. The page would be where he had left it. The frame was not yet in his hand. He had given the third listen what the third listen was for. He had heard, at last, what had not been said.

* * *
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Chapter 3 — The Sydney Courier
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The Centre des archives regionales de Sfax kept its reception desk at the end of a long marble corridor on the ground floor, and the offices ran west along a corridor that smelled of the lemon-oil furniture polish the bibliographers used on the older bookcases. Sami's office was the third door on the west corridor. He had been at his desk since eight. The window faced the small staff courtyard with the two olive trees the architect had insisted on in 1962.

It was Thursday, the day after he had transliterated the verse. He had brought the green notepad to the office with him in his shoulder bag because he had not been able to leave it on the apartment desk. He had set it on the corner of his Centre desk and had not opened it since. The page with the column and the row of intervals was the page beneath the front cover. He worked, that morning, on a finding aid for the 1953 to 1958 cadastral records the Centre had inherited from the Protectorate land office. The work was patient. The work was what the morning was for. He let the work be what the morning was for.

At ten past eleven Fatma, the head of reception, knocked once on his half-open door and stepped in with a flat brown envelope held in both hands.

"For you," she said in French. "By courier from Sydney."

He stood up from the desk. He took the envelope from her with both hands because the way she had carried it to him in both hands was the way she had told him without telling him to receive it in both hands. The envelope was the size of a manila folder, perhaps a centimetre thick, sealed at the long edge with a paper band. The band carried the small wax-seal impression of a notary public of New South Wales and, beside it, an embossed return-address corner: an Argyros firm name on Macquarie Street, Sydney. The label on the front had been typed in Latin script. The label read, in Eleni's hand below the typed line, *To Sami Kouris, Centre des archives regionales de Sfax, by hand.*

"You will sign?" Fatma said. She had a clipboard with the courier's tracking docket. He signed at the line at the bottom of the docket with the date and the time. He thanked her in Arabic. She thanked him in French. She did not ask what was in the envelope. She had worked the reception desk for nineteen years and had not asked since the second year.

She closed the door behind her.

Sami set the envelope on the desk at the angle he set things on the desk. He sat down and looked at it.

He had been waiting two weeks for the courier. Eleni's email had said the certified excerpt would come by hand once her chambers had finished the notarial transcription and the Cygnet Bay provenance affidavit had been signed. Documents that had survived in a sealed strongbox on the Dampier Peninsula for seventy-nine years were not entrusted to anything electronic for the last leg. He had understood the discipline. He had not pressed her on the date.

The envelope had a small weight to it. He noted the weight.

He took the brass letter knife out of the desk drawer and slit the paper band along the long edge. He set the knife down. He drew the contents of the envelope out and laid them on the blotter.

There were three items. A covering letter from Eleni, single page, on her firm's letterhead, English, dated four days ago. A notary's affidavit of true and faithful transcription, two pages, in legal English with the NSW notary's seal and signature at the bottom. And the certified excerpt itself: three pages of high-resolution photographic facsimile of the original 1947 manuscript, cleanly bound at the left margin in a translucent archival sleeve, with a fourth page behind them carrying a notarized typed transcription of the Greek and English content of the excerpted paragraphs.

He set the three items in a row across the blotter.

He took the headphones-cable bookmark out of the drawer and laid it across the green notepad on the desk corner so the notepad would stay closed and out of his field of view. The notebook was for the column and the row of intervals. The desk was for the letter. He had taught himself, at the apartment, not to allow two documents to compete for one set of eyes.

He read Eleni's covering letter first.

*Dear Sami,* the letter began. *Please find enclosed, by hand of courier per our agreed protocol, the certified excerpt of the paragraphs of the 1947 letter that bear on your project. The original is held at our Sydney chambers under sealed-exhibit protocol pending the conclusion of the Federal Court WA proceeding (CB-1247-2026); the enclosed photographic facsimile and transcription are the form in which the document may circulate to a corroborating archivist. The notary's affidavit confirms faithful transcription. I have indicated below which paragraphs are excerpted and which are withheld. I have not glossed the content. You will read the document as it stands.*

Below that, in her tighter hand, *Two paragraphs from the central English body of the letter and the closing Greek signature paragraph are reproduced in full. One earlier English paragraph is withheld under sealed-exhibit treatment because it names individuals whose descendants have not yet been notified. I trust your discretion absolutely. Please confirm receipt.*

Below that, in the same tighter hand and pressed harder into the paper, *I will be frank with you, because you are not a man who needs to be flattered into care. The existence of this excerpt is itself a hazard. There are parties who would pay a great deal to read it and parties who would pay a great deal more to see that it never surfaced, and the second number is the one I think about. I would rather you learned that from me than from one of them. Keep the facsimile where no one would think to look for a remittance. Tell no one in Sfax that it has reached you until you have decided what you intend to do.*

And below that, *I will copy Marina Selene on a separate note in case it has not reached her that the document has now circulated. She is the historian-of-record I think you should write to first.*

He read the last paragraph twice and felt the room change around it without anything in the room moving. Eleni Argyros did not write for effect. He had heard her on the telephone be careful with a single word the way he was careful with a single word, and a woman that careful did not put *see that it never surfaced* on her own letterhead unless she had a reason to believe the sentence was true. The hazard was not a 1947 hazard. The men who had owed and the men who had owed them were seventy years in the ground. The hazard was a 2026 hazard, and it had reached his desk on the west corridor of the Centre des archives regionales de Sfax in a brown envelope a reception clerk had carried to him in both hands. He sat with that for a moment. He had asked a grandmother to sing into a recorder. He had not asked to become a person other people would pay to silence, and he understood, reading the line a second time, that the two were turning out to be the same act, and that a door had opened behind him that he had not known was a door, and that he could still, this morning, choose not to walk through it.

The hyphenated name was on the next line as the addressee block in her hand had given it at the top of the page. *Mr Sami Kouris and Mrs Amalia Ben Youssef-Kouris, c/o the Centre.* The second name had not been on the envelope label. He looked at the addressee block. The convention his own index entry had carried in his hand the night before now sat in Eleni's hand in formal English-language legal register, in a courtesy he had not asked for, with the comma between his name and his grandmother's the only thing separating the two. The courtesy was also, he saw now, an exposure. Eleni had named his grandmother on a document parties would pay to bury. The comma that joined the two names joined the two risks.

He read the addressee block twice.

He set the covering letter down.

He read the notary's affidavit. The affidavit was procedural. The notary affirmed that the photographic facsimile was a true and faithful image of the original manuscript page set as held at the chambers of Eleni's firm under exhibit reference CB-1247-2026/A.3; that the typed transcription was a true and faithful transcription of the legible content of the imaged paragraphs; that the Greek text was transcribed with the assistance of a named Greek-classical scholar at the University of Sydney (a name he did not recognize and would write down later); and that the English text was transcribed verbatim. The affidavit was dated, signed, sealed. He read it twice.

He set the affidavit down beside the covering letter.

He laid his hand flat on the archival sleeve and let it rest there. He had been taught, at the first archive he had ever worked at, by an Egyptian conservator at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, to let his hand learn the weight of a document before his eye made claims on it. The sleeve was light. The facsimile was the weight of facsimile paper. The hand learned what the hand learned.

He lifted his hand.

He turned the typed transcription page out from behind the sleeve and laid it to the right of the facsimile sleeve so the two would sit side by side. The facsimile pages were on the left. The transcription was on the right. The Greek of the closing signature paragraph was given in Greek script in the transcription with an English working translation in parentheses beneath each line; the central body paragraphs were given in the original English without translation, the language of the letter being already English at that point.

He began.

The first listen, he had told himself at the apartment the night before, was for the rhythm. The first reading of a document, he had told himself across his career, was for the shape of the page. He did not read the words yet. He looked at the facsimile.

The hand of the original was a copperplate English hand drilled into a boy in a missionary school decades earlier and carried into the Aegean and across to the western Australian pearling coast. The shape of the page was the shape of a man writing slowly because he had been dying slowly. The page broke after the second paragraph and a Greek signature paragraph followed, in a different rhythm, in a different ink, written perhaps on a separate evening when the dying man had found the will to close in his mother's language what he had begun in the language his daughter would read. The signature was at the bottom of the third page.

He noted the shape. He did not read yet. He turned to the typed transcription.

The second reading was for the syllables. The second reading of a document was for the sentences.

The first reproduced paragraph began *I am writing this where I cannot be heard.* The sentence ran on for the length of a paragraph that named, in turn, the men he had owed and the men who had owed him and the absence of any accounting between them. The paragraph closed *and I cannot, in the time I have, do more than name what I know.*

The second reproduced paragraph was the one he had been told would name the Sfax remittance. He read it slowly.

*In 1946 a remittance was paid into the council of the Greek parish at Sfax for the relief of the widows and children of the men who did not come back from the dives of the war years. The remittance was raised among us here on the coast by collection at the lodge at Broome and by private donation at the lodge at Pothia where the money was held for shipment, and was carried by sea by an intermediary in Marseille who had been the agent for the cooperative since 1928. The amount was not small. It was understood, by those who raised it and by those who carried it, that the money would be administered by the parish at Sfax according to the rolls of widows kept there and that no portion of it would be diverted to any other purpose. I have been told, by a man who has reason to know, that the money was not so administered. I have been told that the rolls were kept honestly by the parish but that the intermediary in Marseille held back a portion of the remittance at the warehouse before the remainder reached the parish, and that the portion held back was given to a third-tier family of our own number who had a debt that elder men had decided to forgive at the expense of widows in a city which had no voice at our table. I cannot, from this bed, know whether what I have been told is true. I write it down because I have not lived to ask, and because the widow at Sfax whose husband was Andreas Magris of the lugger Kalymniaki should have had her name on a roll administered against what we sent, and I do not know whether she did.*

Sami set the transcription page down. He did not yet move.

He let the sentence run in his head a second time. He read the paragraph again from the page. The Andreas Magris and the lugger Kalymniaki were two named anchors. The Marseille intermediary was unnamed. The Sfax parish was the parish on the avenue across from the Centre, the parish whose 1946 to 1949 donation ledgers Yannis Trikalinos had refused him access to four days ago. The widow whose husband had not come back from the war-year dives was a name Amalia would not know because Amalia had been a small girl in 1946 and her mother had been busy with three small children, and Amalia's mother's name had not been Magris. The widow had been the widow of a Kalymnian diver, not a Sfax parishioner by birth; the rolls Vasilikos believed had been kept honestly were the rolls his grandmother had communicated against for sixty years without knowing what they had been keeping.

He read the paragraph a third time.

The third reading was for what was not said. The discipline held. He held it.

What was not said was the date of the diversion. The remittance had been paid in 1946. The Marseille warehouse had received it that year. The portion held back had been given to a third-tier family of the network's own number. The third-tier family was not named. The elder men who had decided to forgive the debt were not named. The widow at Sfax had been named, because she was the only person in the paragraph the dying man had standing to name by her loss. Vasilikos had named the loss he could vouch for. He had not named the wrongdoers he had only been told of by a man with reason to know.

What was not said was the parish council's knowledge. Vasilikos believed the rolls had been kept honestly. The diversion had occurred upstream, at the Marseille warehouse, before the remainder reached Sfax. The parish had administered what it had received against the rolls it kept. The remittance had been raised on one coast and carried across two seas and disbursed at a third; the chain of custody was a chain the parish council had not had the documentary surface to interrogate, and would not have had until long after the rolls were closed.

What was not said was whether the council, when it had eventually understood that what it had administered was not what had been raised, had chosen to keep the funds against the rolls it had kept. The 1947 to 1949 donation ledgers Yannis had refused him access to were the documentary surface on which an answer would or would not be found.

He held the reading where the discipline put it. He had been taught, by the same Egyptian conservator at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, that a document is what the document is, and the silence of the document is what the silence of the document is, and the work of the archivist is not to ventriloquize the silence but to position the silence against the next document so the next document can do its work. He had not yet read the closing Greek paragraph. He turned the transcription page back to the Greek and the working translation.

The closing paragraph ran four lines of Greek in the older Aegean inflection a Kalymnian diver of his generation would have written. Vasilikos had asked, in the Greek of his mother, the forgiveness of his daughter for the years he had kept his head down, and the forgiveness of God for the names he had not lived to put on a page he could give her. The signature was *Theodoros Vasilikos, his hand,* in the Greek nautical formula. The date below the signature was *7 March 1947.*

Sami sat with the page.

He did not weep. He had been taught not to weep at a desk over a document, because weeping over a document was the surest way to take from it something it had not yet finished giving. He had been taught this by his grandmother at the kitchen table without her ever having said it. He sat with the page.

After some time he stood up and went to the window onto the staff courtyard. The two olive trees stood in the noon light. The smaller had a cluster of new fruit on the south branch the size of his thumbnail. He looked at the fruit for the length of a long breath.

He came back to the desk.

He drew the green notepad out from beneath the headphones-cable bookmark and opened it to the page with the column and the row of intervals. The column of twelve names down the left margin. The column of twelve dates down the right. The eleven intervals at the bottom of the page. *Three. Two. Eight. Seven. Three. Ten. Ten. Three. Four. Two. Eight.*

He did not yet have the frame for the intervals. He had not had the frame the night before and he did not have it this morning. He set the notebook beside the transcription page so the column of dates on the notebook page and the named widow on the transcription page were in his field of view together.

He cross-referenced.

The first name on the column was the saint whose day his ear had assigned to January. The seventh, October. The eighth, August. The Patriarchate of Alexandria calendar he had checked in the desk drawer the night before had given the right days. The names were correctly named and correctly spelled. The order was not the order of any liturgical year he had ever read. The order he had documented at the apartment was the order Amalia had sung the night before and the order she had sung in the seven sessions before and the order, if the song lived in her body the way she had said it lived in her body, her mother had sung to her at the table when she was four.

He set the Patriarchate calendar pocket-book on the desk beside the notebook and the transcription. It was the same order he had documented at the apartment two nights before, checked against the same calendar, and he did not re-derive it now. He only confirmed it stood.

The order on the notebook page was not the liturgical year. The order was Amalia's. The order was not random. The order, against the Vasilikos paragraph, sat as a sequence that he did not yet know to read but had no longer any room to call a coincidence.

He sat with the three documents on the desk: the facsimile sleeve on the left; the transcription on the right of it; the notebook with the column and the row of intervals beside the transcription. The Patriarchate calendar pocket-book at the top of the desk above them all.

He did not yet have the frame.

What he had was a third document. It had named the parish on the avenue across from the Centre. It had named, in 1947, a remittance raised on a coast Amalia's mother had never seen and carried by a Marseille intermediary whose family the document did not name. It had named a widow whose loss had been the only loss the dying man had had standing to vouch for. It had not solved the song. It had given the song a context that lifted the song out of his apartment and his grandmother's kitchen and laid it on a table whose other corners were sat at by an Australian lawyer in Sydney and a Greek historian in Athens and a parish treasurer across the avenue who had not yet decided whether he would open the cabinet of the 1947 ledgers.

The local had become a node. The parish across the avenue was no longer only the parish across the avenue. It was a corner of a table whose other corners were sat at by people Eleni had told him, in writing, would pay to make a document disappear, and the song his grandmother had sung into his recorder for eight summer evenings was a thread that ran to the centre of that table whether he pulled on it or not.

He did not write that down.

He sat with the thing Eleni's letter had set in the room. He could confirm receipt, thank the notary, and let the excerpt sit in a locked drawer as the private possession of a man who had decided not to be a thread anyone needed to cut. Or he could keep reading, and writing, and asking, and at some point the choosing would no longer be his to make. He was thirty-two years old. He had spent his working life deciding what a silence was owed and what it was not owed, and he had never once had to decide whether a silence was worth the safety of a person he loved. The question had not been on his desk yesterday. It was on his desk this morning, under the comma between his name and his grandmother's, and he did not yet know the answer, and he knew that not-knowing was itself a kind of answer he would not be able to hold for long.

He took a sheet of Centre letterhead from the second drawer and uncapped the black pen. He wrote, in the same small careful hand he had used at the apartment the night before, *Dear Marina, I have today received from Eleni Argyros's office the certified excerpt of a 1947 letter that names the Sfax parish in a remittance context. The remittance was paid in 1946 from the Western Australian and Kalymnian cooperatives, was carried by a Marseille intermediary, and is alleged in the letter (on the authority of an unnamed informant) to have been diverted in part at the Marseille warehouse before the remainder reached the parish. I am writing to ask whether your Sponge Cache documentary work refers to a Sfax remittance of this period, by name or by indirect reference, and whether you have any record of the Marseille intermediary. I am also writing in respect of the second paragraph of the letter for a reason that will be clearer when we speak. With thanks, Sami.* He read the letter twice. He folded it into thirds. He addressed an envelope to her institutional address in Athens. He affixed an airmail stamp. He set the envelope at the corner of his desk so he would carry it to the Centre postroom on his way back from lunch.

He sat down.

He looked at the three documents on the desk and at the green notebook and at the Patriarchate calendar pocket-book at the top. He looked at the addressee block on Eleni's covering letter where his name and his grandmother's name sat with one comma between them. He looked at the date below Theodoros Vasilikos's signature. *7 March 1947.* Seventy-nine years and four months. The dying man had written the closing Greek paragraph perhaps a week before he had died. The daughter had not received the letter. The letter had survived in a sealed envelope in a sealed strongbox in a weatherboard storehouse on the Dampier Peninsula until Eleni had unlocked the strongbox earlier this year, in circumstances she had described to him over the phone with the procedural compression of a lawyer who was telling a researcher what had happened without telling him what the researcher did not need to know.

He thought of Amalia at the kitchen table at four. He thought of her mother who had taught her the count. He thought of her grandmother whose mother had been the woman the count was about, perhaps, and perhaps not. He thought of the widow of Andreas Magris who had not had a name in the parish she did not know she had been excluded from.

He thought of the parish across the avenue and the cabinet Yannis Trikalinos had not opened. He thought of Yannis at his second desk with his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead.

He closed the green notebook on the column and the row of intervals. He laid Eleni's covering letter face down over the closed notebook. He set the transcription page back behind the facsimile sleeve and stacked the affidavit on top. He returned the three items to the envelope in the order they had come out and laid the envelope at the centre of the blotter.

He picked up the pen.

He wrote, on a fresh sheet of Centre letterhead, *Dear Eleni, I confirm receipt at half past eleven this morning of the certified excerpt and the affidavit. I have read the excerpted paragraphs three times. The remittance reference lands in a context here in Sfax that I will share with you fully in due course. For the present I have written to Marina Selene as you suggested. I will be in touch within the week. Please accept my thanks, and please thank the notary on my behalf. With respect, Sami Kouris.* He folded the letter, addressed an envelope, and set it beside Marina's at the corner of the desk.

He sat with the desk arranged. He did not yet eat. He had not eaten
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