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			25 Years Ago

			Professor Constance Mariah Brooks gripped her daughter Agatha by the waistband of her pants as she hung over the side of the boat. The small fishing vessel lurched so wildly Ginny thought the two of them would be catapulted overboard. But their mom held fast. As her sister Aggie vomited, sea spray spewed back at her. Aggie hated Greece, and Ginny knew this experience wasn’t going to help. When Aggie was done, their mother hauled her to the deck. Aggie was soaked through and shivering, and her mother quickly wrapped her in a towel. It was mid-September in the Dodecanese, a chain of islands near Turkey. The water was warm, but seasonal winds whipped and churned the waves. Aggie slumped against the side of the boat, her face a livid white.

			“You said we were going home!” she wailed at their mother. “You promised!”

			

			Their mother had promised, and she never broke her word to Aggie. First, because it wasn’t ethical. Second, there was hell to pay when she broke a promise to that particular daughter. What was strangest about this trip, Ginny thought, was not her mother’s broken promise. The weirdest part was the fact that their mother was allowing them to miss the start of school. Professor Brooks was a university professor, so missing school was normally out of the question. Second grade had already begun back in Connecticut, and yet there they all were, still in Greece.

			Their mom was on the verge of a huge discovery. She was about to meet a woman who could summon the dead.

			Aggie moaned.

			“Óla kalá?” All good? The captain shouted back over his shoulder.

			Ginny translated for Aggie, who alone among them could not speak Greek. “I’m not okay!” Aggie stomped a soggy sneaker on the deck. “I want to go home!”

			The captain seemed to sense her frustration and tried to soothe her with a calming tone. He pushed up the brim of his blue wool hat and pointed to the promontory of land they were approaching.

			“What now?” Aggie’s voice had a note of despair. It made Ginny think she needed the side of the boat again.

			“We’re almost in the port,” Ginny said.

			The captain throttled back, and they rounded the point, which was rocky and dun-colored, spotted with summer-dry thyme and sage. The long thin projection of land acted like the arm of a friendly giant whose job it was to protect the harbor. On the leeward side of the peninsula, the sea flattened out, its surface like a piece of wavy blue glass.
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			“Kalispéra!” Good evening, the captain called out, hailing the skippers of other boats who were on their way out of the harbor, bound for a night of fishing. It was nearing six o’clock by then. “Are you well?” the captain asked.

			“Thanks be to God!” They shouted the characteristic Greek response.

			Around another bend of land, the port came into view. Rising from the Windex-blue water, the village honeycombed the steep sides of the hills. The houses were built of dappled stones, ranging from gray, to tan, to pink, to green. The roofs were all tiled in pink-red. Goats skipped over the hills, their bells jingling.

			As they got closer to the port, the water grew so still it became almost transparent, the stones on the sea floor visible. If Ginny squinted her eyes just a little, she could imagine their boat was flying on green-blue air.

			For Ginny, arriving in a Greek village always felt like diving into a story book. All around were fairytale houses in sherbet colors, tilting and slanting every which way. Ginny was only eight, but she had already seen dozens of villages like this one. The three of them, Ginny, her mother, and her sister, traveled every summer so Professor Brooks could do her research. During the dull and colorless Connecticut winters, Ginny would lie in bed at night retracing Greek village streets in her imagination and recalling the tunes of songs.

			“What’s this place called?” Ginny asked as they clambered onto the pier.

			“Who cares?” Aggie collapsed on a duffel bag. “Just some island ending in axos, aros, or onos.” Ginny thought Aggie was pretty much right about how Greek island names ended.

			Her mother didn’t respond because she was talking to a man standing with two donkeys. The streets of these old villages were too narrow for cars, so it was necessary to get around on donkeys or motor scooters. Donkey wranglers congregated at the port to transport visitors.

			Her mother presented a piece of paper to the donkey wrangler. He shook his head and held up his palm so as not to receive the paper. Her mother pushed it toward him.

			“What are they saying?” Aggie exhaled in frustration. Not for the first time, Ginny thought her sister might learn Greek if she tried a little harder. Learning languages was easy for Ginny, just as it was for her mom. This was why people always thought Ginny inherited her language skills from her mother. What they didn’t know was Professor Brooks wasn’t Ginny’s birth mother. Nor was Aggie her “twin” sister.

			Her mother had intended to have only one daughter, an adopted one, Ginny herself. But around the same time she had finalized plans for Ginny’s adoption, Professor Brooks accidentally fell pregnant, resulting in a second child. People called Ginny and Aggie “twins” because they were born in the same month and same year.

			

			“He doesn’t want to take us to the address,” Ginny explained to her sister. “He says they don’t ever have visitors.”

			“I thought we were going to the hotel first.” Aggie looked as if she needed a bath. Ginny thought with all the barfing and sea water, she smelled like she did, too.

			The donkey wrangler spoke again to their mother. “No hotels,” he said in Greek.

			Ginny glanced up. “No hotels?” she asked him.

			“Small village. No strangers. No hotels. People stay with family.”

			“What? What?” Aggie pestered.

			“Nothing,” Ginny lied, not wanting to deliver the bad news. Her mom was now arguing with the donkey wrangler. “Why should it matter to you?” she challenged in her fast and expert Greek. “You take us up, we pay you. If she turns us away, you take us back down again. We pay you for that, too.”

			“I’m telling you this old woman is a hermit. She does not accept visits from strangers.” The man crossed his arms. “If I take you, you’ll say I cheated you.”

			In a land of cheats and swindlers, no one wanted to be branded a cheat or a swindler. “I promise I won’t say that about you. Besides, the woman will talk to me.” Her mother spoke confidently. Ginny knew her mother could talk just about anyone into an interview.

			With a shrug, the wrangler strapped their duffel bags to the side of his donkey.
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			Aggie and Ginny each rode a donkey. The beasts had the luggage roped to their sides. Their mother walked beside the wrangler. They climbed up and up and up, leaving the village behind. In front of Ginny, the donkey’s rabbit ears were gray-brown, edged in charcoal. His tiny unshod hooves clipped and clopped, first on the cobblestones, then on the packed dirt of the zigzag mountain path. Through her calves, Ginny felt his heart chugging along, a vigorous little engine accustomed to powering burdens up the steep slope.

			The cassock of a priest flapped madly as he passed on his motorbike. Above them, Ginny spotted an old woman buzzing in the opposite direction. She wore knee-high stockings, and her moped’s front basket was full of eggplants. The two bikers were heading for a hairpin turn at the same moment. Ginny braced for a collision.

			Then, like motocross racers, the priest and the old woman slalomed around each other, avoiding a crash while also managing to dodge a wayward goat who jumped out of the brush at the same moment. Ginny’s donkey barely blinked, and they climbed on.

			“Where are we going?” beseeched Agatha.

			The guide called back to her, “We go to up.”

			While Aggie huffed and groused, her mother’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. Today, she was deaf to Aggie’s whining.
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			Ginny understood her mother was something called a feminist anthropologist. That meant she worked in a university and studied things other professors ignored because women did them. Ginny was proud of her mother for this.

			Since before she and her sister were born, Professor Brooks had been doing research in the Balkans, a region of countries like Turkey, Bulgaria, Albania, and Greece. Her mother was working on a years-long project to research a group of old women who sang a special kind of song. They were sad songs about people who died. In Greek, these women were called mirologístres. English didn’t really have a good word for that, so English speakers called the women “lamenters.” Her mother said that “lamenters” was a bad translation, and what mirologístres really meant was “singers of fate.” Her mother always used the word “fate-singers” for the lamenters, and she called their laments “fate-songs.”

			Their mother was the first person ever to write about these women, the mirologístres, the fate-singers. Professor Brooks traveled everywhere to find them because they were old, and fate-singing was a “dying art.” She wanted to make a record of their songs before the practice disappeared for good. The research took a long time due to the fact that the fate-singers were secretive and hard to locate. This was because the singers claimed their songs brought the dead back to life, and most people thought only Jesus was supposed to do that.

			In all the times Ginny heard the old women sing, she never witnessed a dead person come alive. Ginny imagined it would be like what happened with a Ouija board. She knew her mother thought Ouija boards were nonsense, and Ginny suspected her mom had a similar opinion about fate-singers. Still, her mother always said anthropologists must be respectful about other people’s beliefs, even if they were ridiculous.

			Whether it worked or not, all these old women intended to summon dead people with their songs, and that meant they were breaking all the rules of religion. If one of the old women saw the village priest walking by, she’d clam up, change the subject to cooking, and pick up her crochet. Because the fate-singers were so afraid someone would tell on them, it took a long time for Ginny’s mother to convince them to sing for her.

			At first her mother would listen to gossip in a village to learn the name of a woman who people said was a mirologístra. She’d wheedle an introduction, and then they’d go to where the singer lived.

			In Greece, it was an important custom to be very polite to strangers and ask them to come in and give them food. So even though the women were afraid Ginny’s mom might rat on them, they had to invite her in.

			A group of women would all gather in the singer’s living room. They would all talk to Professor Brooks in Greek, while Ginny listened in on what they were saying, and Aggie got bored. Often, the women would be crocheting or sewing and would teach Ginny needlework.

			Eventually, they would get around to the topic of fate-singing. The women would all give compliments to the fate-singer among them and tell her she was wonderful. But the fate-singer would say she was terrible, and what were they even talking about? Ginny understood that in Greece accepting a compliment was really bad luck, even if it was true.

			After a requisite time period of saying she was no good, the fate-singer would give in. One of the old women would play an oud, which looked a bit like a guitar, but with a round back like a boat upside down. Then the fate-singer would sing in a shriek-y voice zig zagging up and down. Aggie always said the laments sounded like a cat caught in a bicycle wheel. Ginny didn’t think it was as bad as all that. Their mother recorded the songs on her tape recorder and wrote down the words. She planned to put all of the songs and their lyrics into a book. The book was going to get published and, Ginny was sure, it would make their mother the most famous feminist anthropologist in the world.

			This particular year, something very special had happened. Special enough for missing the start of school.
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			A fate-singer in the north near Thessaloniki was to be their last visit of the summer. She was also going to be their last visit ever because Ginny’s mother said she had enough songs and was ready to write her book. The old woman in the north turned out to be the ugliest one Ginny had ever seen—and that was saying something. They had met fate-singers with no teeth, and ones who were bald, and covered in brown spots, and with legs that bowed out like frogs. This one near Thessaloniki had giant moles all over her face and down her neck. To Ginny, she looked like a log covered in mushrooms.

			The mole-faced woman invited the three of them into her house and sang her screechy song. Her mother recorded, wrote down the lyrics of the song in her notebook, confirmed them with the mole-faced woman, and started to pack up her things to go. It was all like usual.

			“Thank you, Kyría, for what you are doing,” the woman said. Kyría meant “my lady,” a nice and respectful way of address.

			“You’re welcome,” Ginny’s mom replied. “I’m doing it because I think it’s important to preserve the history of women.”

			“And who knows? It might help.”

			“Help what?” her mother asked as she slipped her recording device into her bag.

			“Maybe you will find a real mirologístra.”

			Her mother set down her bag, which was all packed up to go. “Aren’t you a real mirologístra? And all of the women who sing for me?”

			“Oxi.” No. The mole-faced woman waved her hands at Professor Brook’s notebook of research. “It’s all rubbish. None of them are.”

			“I thought we were leaving,” Aggie complained.

			Professor Brooks sat back down again in an orange-painted chair at a blue-painted table. Her face was very serious. “If none of you are really fate-singers, then what are you all doing?”

			The woman joined Ginny’s mom at the table and lit a cigarette. “Do you recall the first time someone told you to hold a seashell to your ear and listen for the sea?”

			“Of course,” her mother said.

			“Jeeze, what now?” asked Agatha.

			

			“They’re talking about seashells,” Ginny said. Agatha rolled her eyes.

			“Did you actually hear the sea?” asked the old woman.

			Ginny’s mom tilted her head in a way that meant she wasn’t sure where the mole-faced lady was going with this. “No.”

			“And when they asked you, ‘Do you hear it?’ did you tell them, ‘Yes?’”

			Her mom chuckled. “I did.”

			The mole lady nodded knowingly. “We all say we hear the sea, because the person says we will. So then the next person does it, too. And that’s how everyone everywhere hears the sea in a shell. We all want to hear it.”

			“I see,” said her mom. “If you don’t believe in it, why do you do it?”

			“To keep the tradition alive. We believe the songs themselves have power and should survive.” The old woman took a long drag on her cigarette. “Even though we are fakes, with no true gift, we know the tunes and the words. But we also are dying out. Those of us left are scattered far and wide. No one has ever cared about us. But now! Now we are visited by a professor from the University of Yale. Goodness me! If anyone can find a true fate-singer, it is this professor.” The mole-woman opened her arms wide as if Ginny’s mother was a marvel.

			“How do you know I have not already found one?” Her mom looked sly and gestured to her notebook.

			“I would know,” asserted the mole lady.

			“How would you know?” Her mom asked.

			“If the sea were truly in the shell, would you not end up with water in your ear? And would you not be back at the University of Yale showing everyone the special shell? Instead of being here talking to me?” The mole-faced woman raised her palms to the sky.

			“Yes, indeed.” Professor Brooks snorted a chuckle. “And if I heard a real fate-song, what would the water in my ear be like?”

			“The fate-singer would transport you to the other side. Surely, they have already told you this.”

			“How would I know it was happening?” Her mom pursued, and Ginny thought, as she often did, what a good researcher her mother was.

			“They say it is like crossing a river to another place. When you are in that other place, you feel it and smell it and touch it. I have never been, so I don’t know.” The mole-faced woman shrugged.    “Perhaps, some day, in your travels, you will experience this thing.” The mole-faced woman’s smile was hopeful.

			“Our travels are at an end,” her mother said in a decisive tone as she wrote some notes.

			“Too bad.” The mole-faced woman stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray that was shaped like a fishing boat. “My mother used to talk of a true fate-singer.” The woman spoke casually, as if she were musing about something unimportant like her grocery list. Ginny’s mother sat straighter. “Maybe she is still alive. If so, she would be extremely old now.”

			“Did your mother say where she lived?”

			“Yes.”

			Which was where the donkey wrangler was taking all of them that day—To the last living fate-singer on earth.
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			How did a house get up there?

			Ginny couldn’t believe her eyes.

			At the highest point of the tiny island, there was a point even higher. Atop the island’s upper-most plateau grew a spindle of rock. At the top of that spire of rock was an actual house. Just sitting there, like the cap on an extremely tall mushroom.

			Ginny had heard of old women who lived in shoes and about witches who lived in houses made out of gingerbread and cooked little children. At that moment, both of those options seemed more plausible than a house dropped on top of a spire of stone.

			How would they even get up there?

			“The monks built places like this,” said the donkey wrangler. “Back when Christians were persecuted. The only way to get up there is in a basket.” The wrangler pointed to a pulley on a beam projecting from the eaves. A person-sized basket hung from the pulley.

			You didn’t have to speak Greek to put two and two together in this situation. “No way,” said Aggie.

			“How do we announce our arrival?” asked their mother. For sure there was no doorbell to ring.

			The donkey wrangler shrugged. “Dunno. No one ever comes here.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” their mother said. “People must come and go. With food at least. The woman has to eat.”

			“Beats me,” said the donkey wrangler.

			At that moment, the pulley creaked, and they all looked up. The basket was descending. Ginny wasn’t sure how long it had been since monks went up and down in that thing. But both the hamper and its rope looked to her like they had been left out in the weather too long.

			The basket hit the ground. Instead of getting in, Professor Brooks took an envelope from her bag. Inside the envelope was a letter written by a friend of the mother of the mole-faced lady. The mother’s friend had a cousin who was married to the grandniece of the fate-singer who lived in the house at the top of the spire. And that was how you got to know anyone in Greece.

			Ginny’s mother paused then tossed in her business card that said Yale University. After a minute, the basket started to ascend and eventually disappeared inside the window.

			“There,” her mom said, folding her arms. They waited. The donkeys stomped and lashed their tails.

			“I don’t care who lives up there,” Aggie said. “I’m not getting in that basket.”

			After a minute, the shutters banged open. A tiny, shriveled hand appeared on the sill. It was attached to a tiny, shriveled woman who leaned out and said, “Good arrival to you!” the Greek way of saying welcome.

			“Po, po!” Wowie, wow, said the donkey man.

			“Mom,” Ginny began, picturing herself orphaned in Greece with Agatha. “Are you really gonna…?”
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			Even after their mother safely ascended, Aggie flatly refused to get in the basket. She held Ginny’s arm so tightly she couldn’t move either. After a few minutes peering down at tantruming Aggie, the spire-woman threw down a metal key. It landed with a clink. The donkey man took the key, and, following where the old woman pointed, found a door concealed behind some vines. He unlocked it. In the wall there was a staircase that spiraled out of sight into the dark.

			

			To Ginny, this steep stairway looked like the kind that went to the top of the Empire State Building. Aggie’s jaw dropped. A bat flapped out and whizzed past their heads. In that moment, Ginny broke loose from her sister’s grasp and hopped into the basket.

			Her mom helped her daughter through the window. The fate-singer smiled, standing by a powerful winch. She was the oldest-looking old woman Ginny had ever seen. Her face was so wrinkled, it reminded Ginny of a walnut. Her blue eyes barely peeked out of the awnings of her eyelids.

			A few more forceful turns of the winch, and the luggage arrived. Below, the donkey wrangler handed the staircase key to Aggie and readied to leave.

			Aggie’s choices now were to ascend the numberless dark stairs alone while fighting off bats, get hauled up in the basket, or follow the donkey handler back to the village. “Don’t just leave me here!” she screeched.

			Ultimately, Aggie chose the basket. The wiry little arms of the fate singer slowly cranked up Ginny’s wailing sister. Then, the old woman bustled everyone to the guest rooms, which were all appointed with fresh flowers and towels as if she’d been expecting visitors.

			And that was how in the house on top of a rock spire, Ginny finally got to know a true Mirologístra. The last living fate-singer.

			
				
					[image: A design with a bird on it.

Description generated by AI]
				

			

			The bird calls out in the dead of night.

			She trills of souls this day set free.

			Sing, birdie bird, with all your might.

			Your tune is never sad to me.

			“Very good,” the fate-singer complimented. “But ‘soul’ is still not right.”

			The word for “soul” in Greek was an impossible mashup of consonants.

			“I psychí,” Ginny repeated.

			“Bravo,” said the fate-singer. When they arrived the day before, the fate-singer settled them into their rooms and served mountain tea. Then the fate-singer pointed at Ginny and said, “I want to teach this one.” Her mother agreed. After all, she just wanted to hear the woman’s songs. Ginny liked the idea because singing with the fate-singer sounded like fun to her. So that day, her mom sat with her tape recorder, and Ginny sang with the fate-singer. “Once again.”

			Ginny sang. But this time she felt dizzy. Not dizzy exactly. The experience was like being in a plane on takeoff, or on a roller coaster. Ginny thought it was that feeling people called “tummy ticklers,” but even more ticklish. Like swooping or flying. Ginny finished her song and looked up at the fate-singer, astounded.

			“What did you just feel when you were singing?”

			“I felt like a bird!”

			“Felt like a bird?”

			“Not felt like.” Explaining this next part was hard. Ginny thought for a moment. “Was. I was the bird.” She realized now the tummy-tickler was what a bird actually feels when swooping in flight.

			“I’ll tell you a secret, little one. I was a bird too. That means you took me with you. This is the reason you were brought to my door. I am not the last living fate-singer. You are!”
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			They spent four days on the top of the spire with the fate-singer due to a seasonal wind called the meltémi that blew at the end of summer. That year, the meltémi was exceptionally strong. Boats were grounded in port. They had to wait it out. Aggie was really mad, but Ginny was happy. She was having fun fate-singing. The fate-singer’s house was like Rapunzel’s tower, and singing was like going on trips and taking the old lady with her. They talked about their journeys afterwards.

			“People sometimes call the songs ‘laments.’ That means sad songs. But I think they’re fun. You go places! So why do people think they’re sad?”

			The fate-singer laughed, and her eyes disappeared in wrinkles. “Some mirología are very nice. I particularly love the ones with animals in them.”

			“I like those a lot, too. But in all the villages we went to, there were a lot of funeral songs. Mom is putting them in her book. Most fate-singers sing for dead people.”

			The fate-singer sighed. “I will try to explain. Have you seen fortune tellers at a fair perhaps?”

			

			“Uh-huh.”

			“They use crystal balls and cards to see the future and the past.”

			“Witches have wands to do magic!”

			“And we fate-singers have laments. You could ask, ‘Why the crystal ball?’ or ‘Why the wand?’ as well as ‘Why sad songs?’ But we are all the same—witches, fortune tellers, and mirologístres.”

			“Oh.” Ginny still didn’t get it, but she didn’t want the fate-singer to know.

			“What we do is more than lamenting.”

			“What is more than lamenting?”

			“We are like travel guides. Maybe you could say conductors. A mirologístra is someone who can take you on a journey.”

			“Mmm hmmm.” Ginny thought that was exactly what it felt like.

			“It turns out, people want to go visit their dead relatives. They always have and probably always will. If that’s what they want to do, then that’s what they want to do. And so it develops that most of the songs are about that. Grownups like being sad and cross, don’t you agree?”

			“Sisters are like that too!”

			That earned a big guffaw from the fate-singer. Aggie was in the very next room in that tiny house, but she might as well have been a thousand miles away because she couldn’t understand anything the fate-singer said.

			“We do not have much time together, so I will explain to you as my grandmother, a very great mirologístra, explained to me. Would you like that?”

			“Yes!” This fate-singer of the spire house was already pretty great in Ginny’s mind. She could hardly imagine what the spire-dweller’s grandmother could do.

			“We are singers of fate. But that is just another way of saying singers of stories. Every person has a story, stretching back into the past before they were born. And then far, far into the future. When people ask for a lament to visit a person who has died, it is like we mirologístres are opening their book and flipping back pages in their story.”

			“Do I have a story?”

			“Of course you do! I sense your story is a very special one.” The fate-singer touched the tip of Ginny’s nose with her bony finger. “And it is very important you live your story. You mustn’t wander off from it!”

			

			“Okay.” Ginny said but didn’t really understand what she was saying ‘okay’ to. “How will I know if I’ve wandered off?” In that moment, Ginny thought that seemed like the most important thing to know.

			“That will be very clear. Unhappy, but clear. You will feel lost. You will not be able to see any purpose in your life. You will be alive, but not truly alive. You will become like the living dead.” Ginny had to think for a moment to understand the fate-singer. She had not heard the expression before in Greek, ‘living dead.’ But then she remembered some movies she and Aggie had seen, and realized the old woman was talking about zombies.

			“I’ve never met a zombie except in movies. Does it hurt to become a zombie living-dead person?”

			“Yes. But not like when you skin your knee. When a person wanders off her story, bad things happen. The person will seem to be cursed.” The fate-singer stroked Ginny’s head as if she were already sorry about her becoming a zombie.

			Ginny chewed the inside of her lip. This was an important conversation, and she needed answers. Eventually the wind would stop, and she would never see the spire-dweller again. The old woman didn’t even have a telephone. “If you wander off and you turn into a zombie, how do you get back?”

			“If you are off the path, and want to return, a window will appear, I promise you.” Ginny looked out the window of the spire house. It was at the very top, under the stone eaves. “You will have many reasons not to go through the window. But you must. It is very important! Promise me you will.”

			“Okay.” Ginny wasn’t one-hundred percent sure she knew what she was promising. But, in a strange way, it felt like a part of her knew.

			“Good.” The fate-singer clapped her hands together. “We must finish for today. Your sister has thrown a big tantrum, and the fisherman who brings me fish sent a message saying the weather is good enough for him. So your mother said yes, and tomorrow you leave. Now, I have a question for you. Can you swim?”

			“Yes,” Ginny replied.

			“Good. You are going to need to.”
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			It was sad for Ginny to say goodbye to the fate-singer, but not wholly so. Departing the spire with her newly discovered gift, Ginny’s melancholy was the kind she felt when her birthday was over. It’s a shame when the party is done, but afterwards there are a whole lot of new toys to enjoy. The old woman also seemed sad. Her eyes sparkled with tears under their wrinkly hood-lids as she helped Ginny into the basket and cranked her down. Still, Ginny could tell that, along with being sad, the spire-dweller was also happy, having discovered she was not, in fact, the last living fate-singer on earth. The talent would not die with her.

			Ginny’s mother looked relieved. She had gotten the best information ever for her book. Also, now that they were going, Aggie would finally shut up.

			There were no other boats on the quay that day. Just the fisherman friend of the fate-singer. Two other people, an old man and an old woman, were going with them. They had been waiting for days to go see their new granddaughter who had been born during the time of high winds.

			Harbors were usually calm, and Aggie never got seasick until after departing the protected waters. But that day she was green from the moment they left the dock. It was exceptionally rough, Ginny thought, as they approached the mouth of the harbor and she got her first glimpse of the open water.

			Whitecaps were an indication of how rough the sea was. The more whitecaps, the rougher the water. Ginny also knew to gauge the height of the whitecaps and assess how angry looking they were.

			Ginny had never seen so many whitecaps as on that day. It looked as though the sea had grown teeth. The sight was so shocking, it seemed to Ginny that even Aggie’s seasickness got scared. In any case, her sister stopped throwing up. Their mother tugged on the straps of her girls’ life vests, which were adult-sized and didn’t fit snuggly. Their mother held both of them tightly, one on each side. Aggie sobbed. The old man and the old woman huddled together against the side of the boat.

			Ginny was scared but not enough to cry. She had learned much from all the captains on all their trips. Little boats could manage rough seas. One captain explained to her it was like a kid who was really good swinging from the monkey bars. He’d go up and down and flip and swing. If he was good, he never fell. Greek captains and their boats were like that, he said. Ginny looked at their present captain. He seemed like all the other good seamen she had met before. Serious. Confident. In charge. That was when she felt it. The kid lost his grip on the monkey bars.
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			Their boat fell off the top of a wave. Ginny was in the air, then there was a woosh. She hit the water. Her life vest popped off over her head. The sound of a radio with no station pressed in her ears. She opened her eyes under the water, but all she saw was murk. Dark sea was all around. Up was down and down was up. For a minute, she was sure she would drown. Then, she realized, it must be like being rolled in the waves. She knew that experience. The first time she got rolled, she panicked and thought she was going to die. Afterwards, her swimming teacher told her she wouldn’t die being rolled. She just had to wait for the roll to end.

			But this roll didn’t end. She was a rag doll someone put in the washing machine, tumbling around and around and around again. It felt like it would never stop.

			The surface. She had to get there. The captain would be there. And her mother. She used her arms and legs as hard as she could. But she was fighting a tornado made of water. She felt a fire in her chest. She knew now that fire would burn her up, and she would die. But then, something must have caught the tornado’s attention. It stopped for a second. She swam with all her might.
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			At the corner of their subdivision, Ginny waited for the bus for the first day back at school in Connecticut. She and Aggie were sun-kissed and bronze next to the other kids whose summer tans were fading.

			A neighbor kid stood apart from the others sniffling because her gerbil had died. The girl still clung to a shoe box with the corpus delecti as all the other kids and parents chatted and checked backpacks for lunches and homework.

			Ginny sidled up to the crying girl. “What was his name?” she asked.

			“Mr. Nibbles,” the girl hiccupped.

			“Would you like me to sing a song for Mr. Nibbles?” she asked.

			The girl paused her crying and looked at Ginny curiously.

			Ginny sang a lament, one the fate-singer taught her just days before to use for departed pets. She decided to use the Greek word for mouse because she didn’t know the one for gerbil. She figured it wouldn’t make much difference.

			Sleep sound little mouse. May peace attend thee.

			Though you are no longer with me,

			Evermore your watch I’m keeping

			As the days and years are creeping

			I, for you, am ever weeping.

			When Ginny finished, the girl was looking at her, eyes wide. “I…I felt…I mean I was…” she stammered.

			“You were with Mr. Nibbles?”

			“I was Mr. Nibbles. Running on a wheel!” she gasped.

			“I felt it too,” Ginny said.

			The girl’s mother interrupted, taking the shoe box. “You’ll feel better as the day goes on.” She kissed her daughter on the head and ushered her onto the bus.

			Word of that incident got around. The girl told her friends about Ginny and her strange transporting songs. From then on, Ginny became the go-to resource for pet passings. She lamented mice, hamsters, gerbils, guinea pigs, chinchillas, cats, dogs, rats, lizards, snakes and, on one unfortunate occasion, an entire aquarium of tropical fish.
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			Professor Brooks’s opus on the Balkan fate-singers did, indeed, make her famous. She traveled to Europe, especially Greece, to be interviewed and accept awards and honorary degrees. During those post-spire-singer years, Aggie and Ginny accompanied their mother for just a handful of trips back to Greece. Mostly during the final stages of producing her book—last fact-checking and consultations with local anthropologists. Their mother deposited her girls in towns with various friends and acquaintances they had made over the years. She never took them to any remote islands in a small boat again.

			If you didn’t like water, which Ginny now most emphatically did not, Greece in summer was miserable. Ginny saw the country’s darker side, its stagnation, lack of motivation, mediocrity, and decay. The place left her bored, fed up with Aggie’s constant grousing, and resentful of the way it reminded her of the most traumatic event in her young life.

			By the time her girls were twelve, Professor Brooks moved on to researching other places. At fourteen, Ginny and Aggie went away to boarding school and spent summers at camp in the Adirondacks, and Ginny’s pet-lamenting activities gradually trailed off. To Ginny, it felt like the way, bit by bit, you stop believing in Santa Claus. Friends grew older too and also gave up their babyish habits—like asking her for laments when their pets died. Ginny’s interest was diverted elsewhere. Academics got harder. There were PSATs, biology, and algebra.

			The summer before she and her sister went to boarding school, they were alone in the house in Milford, Connecticut. On the advice of the various school admissions officers, they were enrolled in different schools. “Your twins need their own identities,” they counselled Professor Brooks. Adults seem to be unaware that no two “twins” ever possessed such diametrically opposed identities as Ginny and her sister.

			Alone in the house in Milford, which now had a For Sale sign in front, they watched The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. Because of the movie, both sisterhood and Greece were topical for Ginny, and she thought it might be my final opportunity to broach the subject they never talked about.

			“We didn’t really have that.” Ginny waved her hand at the TV, trying to convey the topic of sisterhood. On screen were happy young women who were so close to each other they shared a pair of pants.

			“It’s a movie, Ginny. Of course we never had a magical pair of jeans.”

			“I didn’t mean that,” Ginny said. Inhaling deeply, she decided to take the plunge. “I was wondering. Can we talk about it?” She paused. “The pink elephant in the room.”

			“Okaaaay.” Aggie drew the word out in cautious agreement.

			“It was really hard for me. After the shipwreck. You and Mom. No one ever talked about it. Nobody ever explained…”

			“Wait, what?” Aggie cut her off.

			“The shipwreck,” Ginny repeated. “When we all went overboard. You and Mom…”

			“God, Ginny. I don’t remember that. We were like four!”

			Ginny felt her jaw drop. “No, we weren’t,” she said. “We were eight. When we got back, we went to second grade.”

			“No, we didn’t. That was a different trip. You’re getting the summers all mixed up.”

			“I don’t think I am,” Ginny said, suddenly doubting herself.

			

			“Yes, you are. Jesus, Ginny, leave it to you talk about the wrong pink elephant.”

			“Okay,” she said, now truly curious. “What’s your elephant?”

			Agatha regarded her sister steadily. Aggie had an excellent poker face, and Ginny couldn’t tell what was going on behind those brown eyes. “If you think about it,” she said evenly. “One of us is a mistake.” She paused.

			“Yes,” Ginny said. Aggie’s words were like a knife edge.

			“I just hate the idea that it’s me,” she blurted out and turned her face away as if she were going to cry.

			Ginny was too dumbfounded at first to reply. This was so opposite of the reality—the demonstrable, shipwrecked reality about whom their mother would choose in a pinch. “You’re not…” Ginny stopped, stumped. How was it possible that Aggie, the proper, biological, favored child, the one constantly appeased and placated, felt more insecure than she herself did?

			Moments ticked by as Ginny continued tongue-tied. Then it occurred to her, the one and only time Aggie might have felt eclipsed. “Is it because the fate-singer picked me?”

			Aggie rubbed a quick hand over her eyes. “What? Which fate-singer? God that was all so stupid. Why would I give a shit about that?”

			“The last one,” Ginny pursued, determined to get to the bottom of the pink-elephant topic. “The one who lived on the top of the spire. She said I could really do it—fate-singing. And she taught me how.” Ginny felt a twinge of regret as she said the words. How long had it been since she’d sung a lament? “For real.”

			“You mean the hamster funerals?” Aggie’s voice dripped with disdain. She had regained whatever she’d lost of her indomitable, sarcastic demeanor.

			“Not just that. I could make other people feel things.”

			“Jesus, Ginny. Sometimes I wonder about you. You didn’t really believe all that?”

			“How do you explain it then? The fact that everyone wanted me to do the hamster funerals?” Ginny challenged.

			“Oh my God.” Aggie rolled her eyes. “You went through a goth phase where you liked to bury other kids’ dead gerbils. And you have an overactive imagination. The end.”

			“But Mom’s book!”

			

			“Have you ever read Mom’s book?” Agatha asked.

			Ginny stopped short. It had never occurred to her to read the book. For one, her mother’s work was a scholarly treatise. And two, she had actually been there. She spoke Greek. She heard all the songs. She knew what was in the book. She didn’t need to read it.

			Aggie huffed, rolled her eyes, and put in another movie, leaving any and all elephants unresolved.

			Afterwards, Ginny did read her mother’s book. She found the spire-dweller section distilled down to one paragraph:

			“Lamenting, also translated as fate-singing, is a pseudo-occult activity, akin to a Ouija board. Some lamenters believe a talented singer can evoke the presence of the dead. One lamenter said to be the last living true fate-singer, failed to persuade this researcher of the veracity of the claim.”
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			In boarding school, with the assistance of a sympathetic librarian, Ginny read more. She researched the unreliability of witnesses, the malleability of memory, the dislocating effect of trauma. By the time of the Pink Elephant conversation with Aggie, their mother was off-the-grid in the Amazon. When the holidays came, Ginny didn’t want to ruin their time over Thanksgiving dinner, arguing about who remembered what, the real facts, or what did and didn’t happen. She knew she was avoiding a difficult subject. But, given what she’d learned about trauma and memory, who’s to say Mom’s or Aggie’s recollections would be any more accurate than her own?

			Ginny was left with an enduring heartache. Some part of her knew her memory might be correct—if not in its particulars, probably in its essential truth.

			In high school, Ginny transformed into a Serious Student. She had an aptitude for math and was a polyglot, and excelled in academics. Standardized tests were a breeze. She went on to college where she majored in comp-sci, following it up with a PhD in linguistics and data science. Like all Serious Students, she went on to become a Serious Adult. This meant trusting science and the experts, most especially when they told her she was wrong.

			Fate-singing—her academic research and two therapists informed her—was probably no more than her childhood imagination finding an outlet, a way to cope with the trauma of the shipwreck. Eventually, she couldn’t even remember the fate-songs. They slipped away, like a dream you can no longer recall on waking. She didn’t miss Greece. She turned against it as the place where she’d experienced a profound trauma and began an unhealthy belief in the occult.

			On the surface, Greece might look like it was all green-blue waters and fairytale villages. That was a mirage. If you followed the news at all, you learned about the country’s stagnation, corruption, endemic lack of motivation, mediocrity, and decay. Ironically, a dislike for Greece was the one thing Ginny ended up agreeing on with Aggie.
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			Present Day

			***GRANT Opportunity*** Travel to Greece!!

			You have an exclusive opportunity to apply for a research grant.

			How many times had I un-subscribed from this list? A list that I didn’t even remember subscribing to?

			DELETE.

			“Put down your fucking phone!” hissed Aggie through her teeth. Her tone contrasted violently with her smiling, flawlessly glossed lips.

			I should have known better than to look at my phone. On any normal day, Aggie was prickly. And this was not a normal day. Today she was a princess—almost literally. Aggie cocked her face towards the makeup artist who was applying finishing touches.

			“Sorry,” I said.

			

			Aggie was not preparing for her wedding, the typical princess moment for women. She was getting ready to appear on the TV show, Finding Your Family Tree, a program hosted by celebrity professor, Chip Harris. The series excavated the genetic roots of famous people and was binge-watched by millions. Aggie invited me to this taping as her lady-in-waiting, so to speak. It was my customary role as her compliant “twin” sister.

			The show’s set was all dark wood, leather-bound books, and framed pictures of horses and hounds—like the place used for the intro of a Masterpiece Theater series. A makeup artist applied final touches to my sister as we waited for the subject of today’s show, Agatha’s long-lost brother.

			“What about the sister?” the woman spraying Aggie’s hair asked the director. “Does she need more powder?”

			“They’re only going to pan to her for a moment,” Aggie answered for the producer, who shrugged agreement. No more powder for me, then.

			“We have Professor Brooks,” announced an assistant. Mom’s larger-than-life face materialized on a monitor. Her silver hair gleamed.

			“She’s in a ponytail? With no lipstick?” The director interrogated the production assistant.

			“There weren’t any stylists handy in Tasmania,” the PA retorted. My mother was actually in the Northern Territories of Australia, studying the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin nation, literally on the opposite side of the continent from Tasmania.

			Not that I expected anyone to be familiar with the geography. As usual, my feminist-anthropologist mother had set up shop in one of the remotest places on earth. At least she wasn’t dragging me and Agatha with her anymore as she had when we were kids. “We asked Professor Brooks if she’d wear makeup. And she said, eventually, ‘No.’”

			I smirked, and Agatha sighed. Mom would not have stopped at a simple no. She would have delivered a diatribe on the cosmetic industry’s reinforcement of cultural patriarchal frameworks.

			“Professor Brooks looks utterly magnificent!” That proclamation fell from the lips of the other professor here today who was just now striding onto the set. The show’s host, Professor Chip Harris, was a dapper Black gentleman in his 70s.

			“Your mother resembles the great Jane Goodall,” Harris said to Aggie. “With a generous helping of Sigourney Weaver up in there.” The show’s audience adored his trademark style of shifting from folksy to professorial and back again. His comments about Mom were surprisingly on-point.

			Harris looked at his notes, heedless of the production people clipping on his mic, straightening the back of his suit, and adjusting his papers. In his eggplant-hued, pinstripe-slashed, double-breasted suit, he seemed even more fastidious in person than on TV. His orange necktie looked as if it had been tied with the precision of someone accustomed to knotting fly-fishing lures.

			The director gestured with an exaggerated index finger to indicate the audio from down-under was now live.

			“Greetings, Professor Brooks!” Harris hailed my mother.

			“Professor Harris.” Mom nodded at him. The two PhDs met by video conference during prep for the show and struck a mutual admiration, which was unexpected because Mom abhorred television and any whiff of pop-culture. If Professor Harris hadn’t had a chair at Harvard, I’m not sure she would have agreed to do this at all.

			“He’s here,” Aggie said under her breath, as a tall and traffic-stoppingly handsome blond man arrived through a studio door. There was a rustle of heads turning and hushing of conversations as he entered. This is what happened when a prince entered a room.

			“Clear the set,” said the director. Before I could move, Aggie gave me a little shove. I scurried to my assigned aisle seat among the two-dozen audience chairs. Aggie turned her beaming face to the blond man, Vasos, her long-lost brother and a literal prince.

			“Cut to you after the intro,” the director said to Harris.

			“Here we go.” Harris swiftly took his chair across the table from Aggie and Prince Vasos.

			The music cued, and a video package launched with a royal biography. Pictures flashed and panned, documentary style. A tabloid-ready prince, Vasos was also a prominent American tech entrepreneur and had political aspirations in his native land. The intro concluded with a shot of Vasos attending a London wedding, standing next to the Prince of Wales, who was his cousin.

			I was as mesmerized as the show’s audience. It was a universal truth that everyone was fascinated by royalty.

			“Five, four, three,” said the director, then mouthed two and one. The camera trained on Vasos’s glimmering blond hair and Aegean-blue eyes.

			“State your name please, sir, for the record,” Harris said with presiding-judge solemnity.

			“Vasiliós Konstantínos Aléxandros tis Elládas.” The Greek trilled off Vasos’s tongue.

			Harris smiled. “Come again, now. In English?”

			Vasos grinned. “The translation of that would be William Constantine Alexander of Greece.” He had the delicious accent of a foreigner who’d learned his English in Britain. “I go by Vasos, rather than William. It’s the nickname for Vasilios.”

			“No last name?” asked Harris.

			“That would be of Greece,” quipped Vasos.

			Harris chuckled. “And this is?” He put a picture in front of Vasos. It was a black-and-white photograph of a young man posing for his formal portrait. The fellow wore a gold-braid collar, and a bejeweled cross hung at his throat. Epaulets cascaded from the man’s shoulders, and medals covered his chest. A satin sash across his chest displayed more spectacular stars and medals. The man was the spitting image of Vasos.

			“My father,” replied Vasos.

			“Who was?”

			“The last king of Greece. After a coup in the 1970s…”

			Harris held up a halting hand. “We’ll get to the history lesson later. We must introduce the ladies.” Harris adjusted his chair. “You are Agatha Brooks?”

			“Yes,” agreed Agatha.

			“And you are Professor Constance Mariah Brooks, Agatha’s mother?” Harris addressed the monitor.

			“I am indeed,” agreed Mom.

			“I think we should let the audience know why these two ladies join us here today, Mr…Sir...” Harris stammered theatrically. “How do we address the son of a deposed monarch?”

			“I don’t suppose I could convince you to use ‘Your Serene Eminence?’” Vasos flashed an adorable half grin.

			“Not a chance,” Harris said.

			“Then Vasos will have to do.”

			“So, then, Vasos, can you tell us why these lovely ladies are here?”

			

			“Initially, I was approached to be a subject for your show and I agreed. During the research phase, your genetic genealogy team discovered I have a long-lost sibling.”

			“Let me get this straight.” Harris sat forward, knitting his brows as if this were all new information to him. “Until this show, you had no idea you had a sister? In America?”

			“I did not.”

			“Don’t you royal folks keep track of who’s who-all’s kin?” Vasos laughed obediently along with the studio audience.

			“Indeed we do.”

			“So how was it that this little horse got outta the barn?” Harris cocked his head questioningly to Aggie.

			“I believe we’re here to answer that very question,” Vasos said.

			“Joining us from down under is someone who can clear things up for us. Professor Constance Brooks.”

			The music cued once more, and a second video package introduced Mom. There was the Mom I remembered as a kid, her ponytail just as long and glossy as it was today, but brunette. Mom at a campfire with Roma women in Bulgaria. Mom, in North Africa, admiring hand-woven baskets. And Mom in an ossuary in the Balkans, examining a bleached skull.

			Narrator: For the last forty years, Professor Constance Mariah Brooks has been one of the world’s foremost anthropologists, known for her treks to the farthest corners of the planet to uncover lost female cultures.

			The shot transitioned to Mom live. “Welcome, Professor Brooks! We invited you here to elucidate some things.” Harris waved his hands at Agatha and Vasos with a hot-mess flourish.

			“Happy to help,” Mom said from her monitor. “My career, as you have described, has been dedicated to documenting little-known female cultures. After many years, I realized something was missing from my studies. That was the subject of motherhood. I decided I needed to do firsthand research on motherhood.”

			“Did you say research?” Harris arched one eyebrow. “On motherhood?”

			“Yes. Research.” Classic Mom.

			“Interesting way of putting it,” said Harris.

			“Given my strong beliefs on population control, I chose to adopt,” my mother continued.

			

			“I understand your adopted daughter is in our audience,” Harris said. On the overhead monitor, I saw myself wearing a goofy smile. When the cameras panned back to Professor Harris, I noticed Vasos was staring right at me. “But that doesn’t explain this.” Harris gestured at the unresolved situation-ship across the table from him. “Given your views on—how did you put it?—population control, how did you end up with this daughter?” He took off his glasses and used them to point at Agatha.

			“Do I have to educate you, of all people, Professor Harris, regarding the mechanics of biological conception?” Glancing down her nose, Mom used her best lecturing-undergraduates tone. Harris chuckled good naturedly. “I’m a liberated woman. I had many lovers across the globe,” Mom supplied.

			Harris retrieved a pristine pocket square from his breast and touched his brow. “My, my!”

			“And no birth control is 100% effective.”

			“Understood,” Harris refolded his picket square. “So, until our show, you didn’t know the identity of your biological daughter’s father?”

			“No.”

			“As far as you previously knew, he could have been one of your colleagues, for example? Or one of the menfolk from the villages you visited at the time?”

			Agatha visibly winced at this. Mom continued, explaining to Harris her periods were never regular when traveling. “By the time I knew I had conceived, I was lecturing in Mongolia and had finalized the arrangements with a pregnant woman in the Ukraine to adopt her child. I was too busy to trace the father. And, frankly, I wasn’t interested.”

			“Weren’t you a little bit curious about his identity?” Harris eyed Mom suspiciously.

			“It’s just sperm.” More classic Mom. More forehead dabbing from Harris.

			“And you?” Harris addressed Agatha. “Were you ever curious?”

			“Well, of course,” Agatha said. “Where a person comes from is important. If you don’t know where you’re from, then you don’t really know who you are.”

			“Does this fellow look familiar?” Harris held up a copy of the black-and-white photograph to Mom.

			

			“Quite.”

			“The former king of Greece and your former lover?”

			“A particularly expert one,” Mom said. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vasos grin. Professor Harris proceeded with his Q&A of Mom’s affair with the deposed king of Greece, which netted out the following narrative:

			Mom was researching the mourning rituals of women in the Balkans. The king, cruising off the coast of Turkey, heard eminent anthropologists were in the vicinity and invited them aboard his yacht. Another documentary-style series of pictures appeared on the monitor. It showed the same aristocrat as before but in middle age. The gentleman was tanned and reclined in the stern of his royal vessel.

			As the story went, my pretty, athletic, brilliant mother was more than the king could resist, even though he was married. So Agatha was conceived just as after Mom made arrangements for me. Thus, Mom’s maternal research endeavor turned out to be more extensive than originally planned. Agatha and I were sisters, born in the same month in the same year, but not twins. We weren’t, as Agatha was so quick to point out to everyone, related at all.

			“And you?” Harris turned to Vasos. “Were you surprised to learn your father, the former king, the former married king, had fathered an illegitimate daughter?”

			“You can see, Professor…” Vasos pointed to his vast genealogy chart covering the wall behind us. It revealed a network of crisscrossed lines, legitimate and illegitimate, bastards becoming dukes, an even a pope here and there. “I descend from European royalty. Compared to my ancestral chart, this situation,” he gestured outward with his hands to include Mom, Agatha, and, interestingly, out into the audience towards me, “is nothing.”

			Since royal-themed streaming series were a guilty pleasure of mine, I knew how extensive Vasos’s genealogical map was. The chart encompassed William the Conqueror and Catherine the Great. Referencing the massive chart, Harris proceeded to tick off Vasos’s royal relations—the Windsors in Britain, the Danish royal house on his mother’s side; the Spanish monarchs; and the house of Orleans in France. “How do y’all manage the holidays in your house? Where does everyone hang all the crowns?” This got an indulgent laugh from Vasos.

			The genealogy part of the program complete, Harris now circled back to the history lesson: The ouster of Vasos’ father from the throne of Greece, which happened in the wake of a military coup. Photos of all this history panned on the screen as Harris’s pre-recorded voice narrated.

			After their ouster, the Greek royal family lived in exile, but recently they had been welcomed back to the country and resided south of Athens in an exclusive enclave where many international billionaires had homes. The segment ended showing Vasos aboard his own yacht surrounded by turquoise sea. Vasos’s craft was named The Hellánia, a nod to the British royal yacht, The Britannia. This picture of Vasos aboard The Hellánia was now the home-screen on Aggie’s phone.

			Harris turned to Vasos. “I understand you have political plans in Greece?”

			“Yes. I have political plans.” Vasos folded his hands.

			“Can we say you’re, perhaps, trying to reclaim a lost throne?” pursued Harris.

			“Certainly not!” exclaimed Vasos in mock horror. “But I’ll take the PM’s chair.” Impish grin.

			“We wish you luck,” Harris said.

			Harris wrapped up with some questions about Vasos’s success in his American endeavors as a tech entrepreneur. Minutes later the show concluded. The set lights shut off. My participation consisted of precisely three seconds of air time. This was totally fine. Unlike my sister, I did not crave fame or fortune. Which was useful, because I seemed unlikely to ever achieve them.

			There was bustle and commotion as the studio audience filed away. I hung back to wait for Aggie. On set, assistants unhooked cables and unpinned mics. “Thanks, everyone!” Harris hailed the crew. “Keep in touch with developments on the political front. We’ll do an update,” he said to Vasos. As Harris strode offstage, he paused near me to say, “Looks like you’re the only one left in the family who don’t know nothing about their kin.”
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			From where she still stood on the faux library set, Agatha made a churning motion with her hand. She looked as if she were beating imaginary eggs. It telegraphed to me, Get your ass over here!

			I scuttled to her. “He wants to meet you,” she whispered in my ear then pivoted smoothly to Vasos. “May I present my sister, Ginny,” she said serenely.

			“My Lady Virginia,” Vasos said, executing a courtly bow. He got my name totally wrong, but this didn’t seem like the moment for a correction. “I am charmed to meet you.”

			“My brother wants to take us both to lunch,” Agatha said. I was getting the impression Agatha would now be using the term my brother at every opportunity.

			Amusement sparkled in Vasos’s eyes. The glint suggested to me he noticed Agatha’s turn of phrase. “Yes. If it’s convenient for you. It would be my honor,” he said.

			I hesitated, eying Aggie to see if I was supposed to accept or decline. Aggie was the jealous type. As a kid, her toys were hers. I wondered if this now applied to her royal half-brother. But she gave a tiny nod with her chin, an imperceptible gesture only a “twin” sister would perceive.

			“Sure,” I responded.
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			We arrived at a midtown restaurant, the kind of place where the art looked as if it was on loan from the MOMA, and where the wait staff outnumbered the patrons two-to-one.

			“Your favorite table, Sir.” The maître d’ showed us to a location by the window overlooking the two lions guarding the ornate facade of the New York Public Library. An attendant pulled out my chair, and I fumbled to free myself from my ever-present backpack purse.

			“He’s waiting,” Aggie said through gritted teeth. I looked up and realized that Vasos, his hand resting against his stomach, was still standing and would keep standing until the ladies were seated. I disentangled my backpack and hustled into my chair.

			Vasos smiled benignantly at Agatha, then winked in my direction. A thrill ran through me. Not only because of his sparkling blue eyes, or because I watched every show that had “royal,” “duchess,” “empress,” or “crown” in the title. But also because he had instantly diagnosed the dynamic between me and Aggie. This left me feeling both at ease and seen. “Now then,” he said. “I must know everything about my new sisters.”

			

			Agatha’s hands froze mid-napkin. I saw a question traverse
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