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DEDICATION

For everyone who kept a name

when the sea would not.

And for the ones who stood

beside and not in front.
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EPIGRAPHS

"She keeps things. The red light burns.

I was all one language and she made me two."

from the notebook of Samir Haddad

"Whatever the sea takes, we name twice:

once before, and once after.

The naming is all we have.

The naming is enough."

Old Astíra saying, recorded by Radio Astíra,

* * *
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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

This novel is set, in part, on a small fictional Greek island called Astíra, and among a community of Arabic-speaking refugees navigating the Greek and European asylum systems. The island's dialect, spoken by a small number of elderly residents, is a fictional variant of Modern Greek; the Arabic used throughout is rendered in translation, as it would be experienced by the novel's Greek-British narrator.

The translation app that mediates many conversations between the two protagonists is real and widely used. Its limitations, its music, and its occasional failures to carry what matters most are also real.

The search mechanisms described, including the Red Cross Restoring Family Links service, the UNHCR database, and the informal WhatsApp networks of the missing, are based on systems that exist and that ordinary people use every day.

The missing-persons fence at the camp on the novel's north shore is inspired by similar fences that have stood and continue to stand on many shores. The photographs on them are real. The searches they represent are ongoing.

The names of the dead are kept here, as they are kept everywhere, by the people who refuse to stop saying them.

* * *
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BOOK SUMMARY

On a small Greek island that has become a frontline of Europe's migration crisis, Lena Marisi records what is vanishing. A sound archivist who returned home from London to preserve her island's dying dialect, she spends her mornings with the last old fishermen who know the names of things no longer fished, and her evenings broadcasting three hours of silence and song on a radio station that almost no one listens to. She is also, though she will not say this, a woman who has been standing on the same shore for eight years waiting for her brother's body, and the sea has never sent it back.

On the morning a rubber boat capsizes off the north shore, Lena goes to help. She pulls a young man from the water. He will not leave the shallows. He is calling a name across the surface of the sea, the name of his seventeen-year-old sister who was in the water beside him until she was not, and he is calling it in Arabic, which Lena does not speak, and she cannot stop him from going back in except by doing the thing she did not do eight years ago on her own beach: she wades in beside him and stands there, in the cold, facing the same water, until he turns.

His name is Samir Haddad. He was a literature student in Homs, Syria, a lover of poetry and a keeper of words. He crossed Europe on foot with his sister Yara and crossed the sea in the dark and lost her hand in the water, and he is alive and she is missing, and the difference between those two words is the only thing he has left in the world. He carries a notebook of his own poems, half-dissolved by seawater. The salt is eating them. He is trying, against the salt, to remember them before they are gone.

What begins between Lena and Samir is built, word by impossible word, through a cracked translation app, a red light burning in a recorder, and the oldest grammar there is: hunger, fear, tenderness, the wish to be known. She records his voice in a language she cannot speak. He teaches her the Arabic words for bread and water and light and sister. She teaches him the Greek words the island is about to forget. Together, they translate his drowned poems from memory, line by line, into three columns, because the salt can have the paper but it cannot have all three columns at once.

But the clock is running. The camp on the island is to be cleared. Samir will be transferred to the mainland, then into the machinery of the European asylum system, then into a future that the state has not yet decided whether to let him have. And Yara is still missing, and the search for her will take them from the island to Athens to the refugee camps of northern Greece and toward the borders of a continent that receives some people with open arms and others with paperwork and others with nothing at all.

The Names We Gave the Sea is a love story about language and its limits, about what survives translation and what drowns, and about two people from opposite ends of the same water, both of them learning, at last, how to stand on the shore.
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THE PITCH (Logline)

On a small Greek island that has become a frontline of Europe's migration crisis, a young woman who records the voices of the dying, the last speakers of a vanishing dialect, the songs of fishermen, the breath of a place going quiet, pulls a half-drowned Syrian poet from the shore. They share no language. What grows between them is built, word by impossible word, through a cracked phone, a salt-ruined notebook of poems, and the oldest grammar there is: hunger, fear, tenderness, the wish to be known. But the same sea that gave him to her took his younger sister into the dark, and the same Europe that lets them love begins, slowly and with paperwork, to take him away.

The Names We Gave the Sea is a love story about language and its limits; about what survives translation and what drowns; and about two people from opposite ends of the same water, both trying to learn the names of their dead.
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THEMES

1. Translation as love and as loss. What is carried, what is dropped, what only the untranslatable word can hold.

2. The sea as keeper and thief. Mother, grave, border, road. It gives Lena a man and keeps her brother; it gives Samir his life and keeps his sister.

3. Who gets to grieve, and who gets to be counted. A drowned local boy gets a headstone; a drowned refugee girl gets a number on a list. The novel sits inside that injustice.

4. The afterlife of words. Recordings, poems, names spoken aloud, the small archives we build against disappearance.

* * *
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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

Lena (Elena) Marisi, 27. Greek-British. Studied sound archiving in London; came home to the island of Astíra after her mother's death. Runs Radio Astíra, a near-dead community station, where she records the island's last old voices before they go silent. Precise, walled-off, dry-funny, grieving the brother, Andreas, the sea took eight years ago and never gave back.

Samir Haddad, 26. From Homs, Syria. A literature student and almost-teacher who loved poetry the way other men love football. Crossed Turkey on foot with his seventeen-year-old sister, Yara, the only family he had left. Their boat capsized within sight of Astíra. He reached the shore. Her hand left his in the dark. He carries a notebook of his own poems, the ink dissolved by seawater into bruises, words he must now reconstruct from memory or lose forever.

Yiayiá Despina, 81. Lena's grandmother. Sharp, devout, frightened of strangers and of losing the last grandchild she has. The novel's reluctant conscience.

Yara Haddad, 17. Samir's sister. Missing, presumed drowned. Her absence is the spine of the book; her photograph is one of hundreds tied to a chain-link fence.

Father Theo / Markos the café owner / Aliki the camp nurse / Jonah the British journalist, the chorus of the island and the crisis: kindness, fear, opportunism, and the people who come for the story and leave when it ends.

* * *
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PART ONE: THE SHORE
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CHAPTER ONE

The island woke the way the old people died: quietly, and before anyone was ready.

Lena had been awake since four, which was not unusual. She had learned, in the years since Andreas, that grief kept the same hours as the fishermen, it preferred the blue dark before dawn, when the rest of the world had not yet started making its noise and a person could be sad without being asked why. She lay in the narrow bed of her childhood and listened to the house breathe around her: her grandmother's snore through the wall, soft as a cat; the loose shutter that had been loose for thirty years; the sea, always the sea, working at the rocks below the village of Petalí with the patience of something that had nowhere else to be.

At half past four she gave up on sleep, dressed in the dark, and took the recorder.

It was a foolish thing to be proud of, the recorder. A boxy silver field machine she had carried back from London in her hand luggage, wrapped in a jumper as though it were a child, and it had cost more than her flight. In the great archives of the world it would have been one tool among thousands. Here it was the most expensive object on the island that was not a boat. She had brought it home to do a serious thing, to record the dialect of Astíra before the dialect died, the strange salt-rounded Greek that the old people spoke and the young people had traded for the television's clean Athenian vowels. There were maybe forty speakers left. Every spring there were fewer. She had a grant from a university in England that no longer answered her emails, and a radio station that broadcast for three hours a day to an audience she suspected consisted entirely of her grandmother and the dead.

She let herself out the kitchen door. The morning smelled of wild thyme and cold stone and, underneath it, fish, the smell of the island itself, which she had hated at sixteen and could no longer imagine living without.

Kyrios Stavros was waiting where he always waited, on the low wall above the harbour at Mólos, mending a net he no longer used. He was ninety-one and the last man on Astíra who knew the words for the things that no longer existed: the names of winds that the meteorologists had renamed, the names of fish that had been caught to the edge of the world, the names of the saints you prayed to for particular kinds of weather. When he died, the words would die. Lena was trying to outrun this. She was, she sometimes thought, the only person on earth in a race against an old man's heart.

"You're early, koritsi," he said, without looking up. Girl. He had called her that since she was born and would call her that if she were a hundred.

"You're earlier."

"At my age you don't waste the dark." He held up the net. "Sit. I'll teach you the knot my father taught me. You won't need it. Nobody needs it. But your machine should have it."

She set the recorder on the wall between them and pressed the soft red square, and the little light came on, faithful and small, like a votive candle. "Go on then."

He talked. She loved this part more than she would ever have told him, the way his voice, which was thin and dry as paper when he ordered coffee at Markos's café, became something else entirely when he was deep in the old words. It deepened. It found a rhythm older than him. He named the knot, and then the rope, and then the boat the rope had belonged to, and then his brother who had drowned off that boat in 1956, and then he was crying a little, the way the very old cry, without shame and without stopping, the tears just arriving on the face like weather.

"The sea took him," Stavros said. "And do you know, after, for a year, I hated it. Properly hated it, the way you hate a man. And then I thought, what a fool you are, Stavro. You cannot hate the sea. It is like hating God for the rain." He wiped his face with the back of a hand. "You loved your brother."

It was not a question. On Astíra nothing about the dead was a question; everyone knew everything, it was the only thing the island had instead of money.

"I loved my brother," Lena agreed, and watched the red light burn, and did not say the rest of it, that she had been there, that day; that there were things you could not say into a recorder or anywhere else.

The light over the eastern water was going from grey to a thin bruised gold. Somewhere out beyond the headland the fishing boats that still worked were coming in, three of them now where there had been thirty. Stavros's hands had stopped mending. He was looking past her, out to sea, with the particular stillness that comes over old sailors when the water does something only they can read.

"There," he said.

"Where?"

"You won't see it. You don't have the eyes." He pointed with his chin, the way men of his generation pointed, hands too busy to spare. "The water's wrong out by Profitis. There's something on it that shouldn't float so high. And the gulls." He squinted. "The gulls have gone the wrong direction."

Lena looked, and saw nothing but the morning, and the long pale road the sun laid across the water, and the gulls, which to her looked exactly as gulls always looked. But she had learned over two years to trust the old eyes over her own. Stavros could see weather coming three days off. He could see a shoal under flat water. If he said the water was wrong, the water was wrong.

Her phone buzzed against her hip. It almost never did, this early; the only people who texted her before dawn were people for whom dawn was already the middle of a long night. She read it standing up.

It was Aliki, the nurse from the medical post on the far side of the island, where the camp was. Two words and a number, the way Aliki always wrote, as though punctuation cost money:

boat. coming in wrong. come if you can, they need english.

Lena had grown used, over the past year, to the particular vocabulary the island had developed for what was happening to it. Coming in wrong meant a boat that had not made the safe crossing in the night to the official landing on the south shore, where there were now wardens and a Frontex jeep and a procedure. Coming in wrong meant a boat that had got into trouble, the engine, the overloading, the weather, the men in Turkey who sold the rubber dinghies and lied about how many a dinghy could hold. Coming in wrong meant the sea had been in it.

She looked at Stavros. He was already gathering his net, his face shut.

"Go," he said. "Take your machine. And koritsi..." He caught her wrist as she turned, his grip dry and surprisingly strong. "When you get there. Whatever you find. You remember it is the sea. It is not a man. You cannot hate it. You'll go mad if you try."

* * *
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The walk to the north shore took forty minutes by the goat path over the spine of the island, and Lena did it in twenty-eight, the recorder banging against her ribs, the thyme catching at her ankles. By the time she came over the last rise and saw the long grey crescent of Profitis beach below her, the morning had fully arrived, hard and bright and indifferent, and the beach was not empty.

She had seen this before. That was the thing nobody told you, that horror, repeated, did not stay horror; it became, against your will, ordinary, and the ordinariness was its own kind of horror. In the first weeks she had wept. Now she catalogued. It was a survival, of a kind, though she did not like what it had made of her.

There were perhaps thirty people on the stones, and more in the shallows. Aliki was among them in her green scrubs, moving the way she always moved, fast and economical, her hands doing three things at once. There were two of the island's volunteers, old Father Theo with his black robes hitched into his belt, wading; and a German woman, Brigitte, who had come for a fortnight two years ago and never left. There were silver thermal blankets, which from the rise looked obscenely festive, like the wrappings of an enormous unwanted gift. There were small fires of driftwood. There was, Lena saw as she came down, a row of shapes higher up the beach, on the dry stones, each one covered. She counted them without meaning to. The cataloguing part of her did it before the rest of her could refuse. Four. One of them was very small.

She did not let herself look at the small one again. She had learned that too.

"English," Aliki said, the moment Lena reached her, not as a greeting but as an instruction. The nurse's hands were on the chest of a man who was breathing in a way that breathing should not sound. "That one." She tipped her head toward the water's edge. "He won't lie down, he won't take a blanket, he keeps trying to go back in. He's strong and I can't spare anyone to fight him and the cold will kill him in an hour. Talk to him. Stop him drowning himself out of grief, I have enough drownings today."

"What do I say?"

Aliki looked up, and for one second the professional armour cracked and Lena saw straight through to the exhausted woman beneath it. "I don't know, Lena," she said. "You've got the English. Find out what he's lost and tell him it's not in the water anymore. It never is."

Lena went down to the edge.

The man was standing knee-deep in the shallows with his back to the beach, facing the open sea, and at first all she saw was the wrongness of his stillness, everyone else on that beach was moving, shivering, working, weeping, and he stood as if carved, the small waves breaking white against his soaked trousers. He was young. Younger than her, she thought, though it was hard to tell; the sea aged a face for a few hours and then gave the youth back, cruelly. He had taken off his shirt or lost it, and his back was bare and shaking, not with cold, she understood, but with the effort of holding himself together, the way you might shake if you were carrying something far too heavy and would not, could not, put it down.

In one hand, held above the water, away from the water, he was holding something. A notebook. He held it the way Aliki had held the man's chest. As though it were breathing. As though stopping would kill it.

"Hello," Lena said, in English, and her own voice sounded absurd to her, a teacher's voice, a voice for a different country. "Hello. Can you hear me?"

He didn't turn.

She tried again, louder, against the sea. "You have to come out of the water. It's not safe. Please. Come out of the water."

Nothing. A wave came in higher than the others and broke against his thighs and he swayed and did not move his feet, and Lena felt her heart do the thing it had done eight years ago on a different beach, the cold drop, the recognition: this one means to go in. This one was looking at the sea the way you look at a door someone you love has just walked through, before it closes.

She did the only thing she could think of. She stopped trying to be understood.

She waded in. The cold went through her boots and up her shins like a held breath, and she did not let herself flinch, and she came to stand beside him, not in front, not blocking, just beside, both of them facing the open water now, the way she and Stavros had faced it an hour ago and a lifetime ago. And she stopped talking. She had spent two years learning that the recorder's first and only commandment was do not fill the silence; let the silence give up what it's holding. She stood beside the shaking man and she was silent, and she let the sea make all the noise there was.

After a long time, a minute, an age, she felt rather than saw him turn his head a few degrees toward her. She kept her eyes on the water. From the side, in the hard new light, she could see his face now. There was salt dried white in his eyebrows and his lashes. His lips were grey. And he was, she understood with the part of her that was always cataloguing, beautiful, in the wrecked way of someone who had been carved down to the essential by something terrible, and she hated herself for the part of her that noticed, on a beach with four bodies on it, that a living man was beautiful.

He said something. She didn't understand the words. But she understood the shape of them, because grief had a shape that was the same in every language she had ever recorded, the rising note, the broken-off end, the question that already knows it has no answer. He said it again. He lifted his free hand, the one not holding the notebook, and he pointed out at the water, at the empty bright water, and he said the word again, and this time she caught it, the way you catch a single fish out of a whole sea.

A name.

He was saying a name. He was standing in the sea that had just tried to kill him, and he was calling a name across the water, the way you'd call a child in from a field at dusk, patiently, certainly, expecting any moment the small answering shout.

Lena did not understand his language. But she understood that. She had stood on a beach eight years ago and called a name across exactly this kind of bright indifferent water, called and called until her voice broke and her mother's hands closed over her mouth.

Very slowly, so as not to frighten him, she reached out and put her hand on his bare, cold, shaking arm.

He flinched, and turned, and looked at her fully for the first time, and the look on his face was not the look of a man being interrupted. It was the look of a man surfacing. Of someone who had been a long way under and had just been reminded, by the touch of a hand, that there was a surface, that there was an up, that the world had not in fact ended even though it felt exactly as though it had.

"Come," Lena said gently, in English he did not speak, and she tugged, gently, on the arm. "Come. Not today. Whoever it is, they're not out there to find. I know. I promise you I know. Come out of the water."

And whether it was the word, or the hand, or simply that even the strongest grief cannot hold a freezing body upright forever, he came. He let her turn him. He let her walk him out of the sea and up the loud stones, the notebook still held high and dry in his fist like the last candle in a procession, and behind them the morning went on being beautiful, and the four covered shapes lay still on the dry stones, and out past the headland the gulls had finally gone back the right way, and the water closed over whatever it had taken and told no one anything at all.

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO

Before the water, there had been a hand.

Samir had been holding it since Izmir, three days, four, he had lost the count somewhere in the back of the lorry, and he had made himself a promise about the hand the way a drowning man makes promises to a God he stopped believing in years ago. Whatever happens. Whatever else I let go of. Not this. They had let go of so much already. The apartment with the lemon tree in the courtyard, gone in a single afternoon under a sky that had no business being so blue. Their mother's grave, which he would now never visit again, somewhere under the rubble of a city that the news called by their street name as though their street were a battlefield, which by then it was. Their father, who had simply not come home one evening in the second year, and about whom they had eventually stopped asking, because the not-knowing was a smaller country to live in than the knowing would have been. The books. God, the books, he had carried three out of the whole library of his life, three paperbacks soft as cloth, and traded two of them in Greece for, no. He was getting ahead. He kept getting ahead, or behind. Time had come unstitched.

The hand. Yara's hand. Seventeen years old and still, somehow, the hand of the little sister who had followed him through their childhood like a second shadow, smaller, fiercer, asking why about everything until he wanted to scream and then asking it again the next day, undefeated. Yara who had wanted to be a doctor. Yara who, in the lorry, in the dark, with strangers' bodies pressed against them and the engine grinding and the
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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CHAPTER NINE
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CHAPTER TEN
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END OF ACT ONE: CHAPTERS 1 TO 10 COMPLETE


[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MOSES, O. NOVEL






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





