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Chapter 1 — The Brief
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Eleni was at her desk by seven forty.

The brief came in at eight oh nine, time-stamped at the encrypted gateway. She saw the alert because she had already opened the week's intake folder and was reading the four-line summaries her assistant had drafted on Friday afternoon. The eight oh nine brief was not among them. It had landed after the assistant had gone home for the weekend.

She marked it for first reading and went back to the summaries.

The Macquarie Street office was the same office it had been on Friday. The same sandstone façade across the street, blank and bright in the early sun. The same low hum from the air-conditioning vent above her left shoulder that she had been meaning to ask the building manager about since February. The same harbor photograph on the credenza behind her desk. Her aunt Aspasia had given her the photograph at her admission ceremony in 2014, and Eleni had carried it through three offices because Aspasia would have noticed if she had not. It was black and white. A sponge boat at the Pothia harbor wall, three men in the bow, the year on the back in Aspasia's hand. She had stopped registering it as anything but furniture some years ago. It was furniture now.

She finished the summaries by eight thirty. She made a cup of instant coffee at the kitchenette down the corridor, came back, set the cup on the coaster, and opened the eight oh nine brief.

Aidan Holloway. Holloway and Pereira, Perth. The name meant nothing to her, though she had heard of the firm two years earlier through a discovery exchange on a charter dispute. Mid-tier Perth commercial. The signature gave a Subiaco address and a direct line. The instructing client was the Dampier Pearl Coast Group, registered out of a Subiaco serviced office, principal place of business stated as the same Subiaco address. Eleni noted the registered-against-principal collision and set it aside. It was the kind of detail that meant either nothing or a great deal, depending on the next ten emails.

Holloway's brief ran three paragraphs.

The first introduced the consortium and named the matter as a chain-of-title review on a parcel of historical oyster-bed leasehold along the Dampier Peninsula coast, extracts attached. The second named the scope. Opine on the cleanness of the chain. Recommend a disposal pathway for any encumbering 1907-era pearling claims. Advise on procedural posture under the Western Australian instruments. The third named the fee. The fee was generous. The timeline was Friday week. The client, Holloway wrote, would prefer that the opinion not require further conferences beyond what was strictly necessary.

The line about conferences was not a line a client wrote to save money. It was a line a client wrote to a lawyer it had decided in advance would be told only what it chose to tell, and asked to file before it could learn the rest. She had seen the formulation twice before. Both times the parcel had moved while the opinion was still open on her screen.

Eleni read the three paragraphs twice, and once more without the signature block.

The vagueness was the vagueness she saw about twice a month from a Perth commercial mid-tier acting for a consortium that was preparing to do something with a parcel and did not want a Sydney lawyer asking what. The fee paid for the absence of conferences. The timeline closed the question before it could become one. And the chain, when she looked at it on the index Holloway had attached, ran cleaner than eighty years of private pearling transfers had any right to run, which was the kind of cleanness that was not an accident and not good news. None of that was unusual, and none of it was a reason to decline. A clean disposal opinion was the bulk of what she did. She had drafted forty of them in the last two years, and thirty-eight had been exactly what they had appeared to be on the first reading. The other two had not, and she had charged for the difference, and the clients had paid it without argument, because the difference was the reason they had briefed a Sydney maritime lawyer instead of someone closer and cheaper.

She opened the registry extract.

A 1907 Greek shipping registry. Four vessels, four Greek-Australian master names, the kind of register a Lloyd's-trained clerk in Singapore would have kept and a Darwin port officer stamped. The transshipment dates ran Singapore to Darwin in the late spring of 1907 and onward to Broome and Cygnet Bay by midwinter. The masters were named in the standard transliteration of the period. The vessel names were the kind a Kalymnian crew would have given its boats, three saints and one place. Eleni knew two of the saints from the calendar her aunt kept in her kitchen and one of them from the parish in Pothia she had stood in once at twelve.

The chain ran from the 1907 registry forward through six transfers, the last in 1989, into the consortium's predecessor holding company by 1997. No gaps. The transfer documents sat on the consortium's own digital records, and Holloway had attached the metadata in a clean index.

The cleanness was the part that asked to be looked at.

Eleni had built her practice on chain-of-title work, and she had learned in her second year that a chain running clean across eighty years through six private transfers and an interstate border was a chain someone had cleaned. The Department of Transport had never kept pre-1950 pearling-fleet records the way a logistics company kept its 1995 paper. Gaps were what 1907 registry chains looked like. The absence of gaps meant labor had gone into the absence.

She gave the observation its category. She called the category the seam, the way she had called it the seam since her second year, the place in any file where the documentation got too tidy to be the truth.

She wrote three lines on her notepad. Then she did what she did. She wrote the acceptance.

The acceptance was four sentences. She confirmed the instruction, confirmed the timeline, named her standard hourly and a not-to-exceed cap consistent with Holloway's fee, and asked him to confirm the principal place of business as the Subiaco serviced office for invoicing and conflict-check purposes. She did not ask the further question the principal-against-registered collision invited. She would ask it on Wednesday. Today was Monday.

She sent the acceptance at nine seventeen.

Annabel Wieland was at the printer when Eleni came back from the kitchenette with her second instant coffee at nine forty. Wieland had been managing partner for four years and at the firm twenty-two before that. She was fifty-four. She wore her hair in the same crop she had worn the whole time Eleni had known her, and she had a habit of standing at the corridor's communal printer rather than her desk for the time it took to send a draft she had marked in red. The habit gave her corridor time. She used it.

"You took the Holloway brief," Wieland said, not looking up.

"Yes."

"Good."

The printer made its noise. Eleni waited, because Wieland used the corridor time. Wieland sorted the printed pages into the order she wanted and reached for the stapler the office manager had been threatening to throw out since November.

"The Dampier group's parent is in conversation with us about an in-house secondment," Wieland said. "Not for you. For the property team. We have been positioning for it. The Holloway brief is the kind of brief we are positioning to receive more of."

"I understand."

"I do not need you to do anything with the brief that the brief does not need. I want you to do it, and do it well, and send Holloway a clean opinion on Friday."

"I will."

"Good." Wieland put the stapled draft under her arm. "Coffee?"

"I have one."

"That is not coffee." She had said the same thing about Eleni's instant on perhaps a hundred mornings. She went back toward her own office without looking at Eleni's hand. The corridor time was over.

Eleni went back to her desk.

She closed the intake folder, opened the Holloway brief in the firm's chain-of-title file structure, and spent two hours pulling the consortium's deed chain into a procedural table she could read without the consortium's own framing laid over it. The labor was the labor. She did it the way she did it.

The 1989 transfer was the one she stopped on first. The transferor of record was the estate of a Sydney testator named Manolis Argyros, deceased that year. Eleni read the entry once and then again, and then she set it where the table wanted it.

Argyros was a common surname. Her own line was not the only Argyros line in the Australian pearling history. There had been Argyroses in Broome and Darwin and Sydney since the 1890s, and the line had branched more than once. She did not know a Manolis. She had a great-uncle in Broome whose older brother had died at some date in the early 1990s, and whose name she would have to look up in the Christmas-card list her mother had kept until 2017. She did not look it up. She placed the entry under the heading the table required, prior owner of record, and moved on.

The 1997 transfer into the consortium's predecessor was clean by the same measure the others were clean. The estate's executor was a Sydney barrister named Ronald Pavlou.

Eleni stopped on the Pavlou entry for longer.

She knew the name. She did not know how. The way she knew it was the way she knew a hymn she had heard once at a wedding when she was fourteen, the kind she could not have named by title but would have recognized from the first bar. She placed the Pavlou name under the same heading as the Manolis entry, made a small notation in her own shorthand in the margin, and moved on. The notation was a single character, the one she used for entries she expected to come back to and did not expect to enjoy coming back to. She had perhaps a dozen such characters. Her father had taught her three of them across a kitchen table when she was articled, and she had built the rest herself in the years since, and she no longer knew, looking at the margin, which three were his.

She finished the procedural table at eleven forty. The four vessel names sat at the top of it. She had pulled them clear of the registry's other metadata because she wanted to see them on their own, the way she pulled the load-bearing entries clear of any file. She would highlight them tonight. The yellow highlighter was at home.

She spent the rest of the morning on her other matters. A salvage claim on a Newcastle bulk carrier. A discovery response on a charter dispute that had been running since November. She drafted, she sent, she filed. The labor was the labor. She did it the way she did it.

At twelve fifty she ate a sandwich at her desk. At one thirty she had a phone conference with a client in Auckland.

Holloway's reply on the principal-against-registered query came in at three twenty. Two lines. Subiaco serviced office confirmed for invoicing. Principal place of business under review pending the consortium's restructure. Eleni gave the under-review formulation its heading, which was answer that is not an answer.

She would have left it there if not for the time on it. Her query had gone out at nine seventeen with the acceptance. The reply had come back at three twenty, which was nine twenty in Perth, on a Monday on which Holloway had also found and forwarded two further deed scans she had not asked for. A genuine restructure query took a day to answer, because the answer had to be asked of someone, and that someone had to look. This answer had not been asked of anyone. It had been ready before she sent the question, the way a thing is ready when the person holding it has been watching for the question to arrive and has decided in advance what to give back. She did not have a heading for that. She gave it the nearest one she had, which was too quick, and she did not like the entry under it. She filed it under too quick and wrote nothing back.

At three forty she went down to the ground-floor cafe for a real coffee, because Wieland had been right about the instant. The barista was a Greek-Cypriot man named Stelio who had been there since the building's last refurbishment in 2019. He recognized her and said the thing he had been saying to her on Mondays since about 2020, which was that she should try the spanakopita the cafe had started doing on Mondays. She said the thing she had been saying back since about 2020, which was that she would try it next week. He laughed, because they both knew she would not try it next week. The coffee was good. She carried it upstairs.

At four she finished a draft she had been finishing since Thursday. At four fifty Holloway sent a second email, a cover note attaching two further deed scans from the consortium's 1972 transfer that he said had been left out of the morning's bundle. She opened them at four fifty-three. The 1972 transfer was unremarkable on its face. The transferor was a Broome holding company wound up in 1974. The transferee was the same Pavlou-as-executor estate chain the 1989 and 1997 entries had named. The wind-up date and the transfer date were eleven months apart. She placed the eleven-month gap under the heading anomaly to revisit and moved on. She did not pull the 1972 transfer clear of the table.

She would look at it tomorrow.

At five forty she packed her laptop into her bag, put on her coat, took the lift to the ground floor, walked the four blocks to the Wynyard entrance, and caught the train westbound.

The train was the train. She read three emails on her phone and answered none of them.

She got off at Marrickville and walked the eight blocks to her flat by the route she walked. Past the Vietnamese pho place she did not eat at often enough. Past the Greek bakery whose owner had stopped calling her koritsi mou about four years ago because she had asked him to. Past the corner where her building manager parked his ute when the next street was full. Past the concrete planter the council had put in two years ago, planted now with rosemary the council had never asked anyone to plant. She let herself into her building, climbed the two flights, dropped her keys in the ceramic bowl by the door, set her bag on the chair, and went into the kitchen.

The kitchen was the kitchen. The Pothia calendar her aunt sent every Christmas hung on the wall by the refrigerator, opened to the month, the saint's days in Aspasia's pencil. Aspasia had been marking the saint's days in pencil on a Pothia calendar since about 1979. The Tupperware of loukoumades her aunt had brought over on Sunday stood on the counter, half-full, a paper towel under the lid to keep the syrup from sweating, because Aspasia always put a paper towel under the lid. The kettle was where the kettle was. The yellow highlighter was in the drawer with the takeaway menus.

Eleni made tea. She took one loukoumas from the Tupperware and ate it standing at the counter, then rinsed her fingers at the sink, dried them on the tea towel, and sat at the table.

She opened the laptop. She opened the file. She opened the procedural table. She uncapped the highlighter.

The four vessel names sat at the top of the table the way she had pulled them clear that morning. She drew the yellow over each in turn. The highlighter dragged on the third name where the printer's ink had not quite taken, and she went over it again. The yellow was the yellow it always was. She capped the highlighter, set it beside the laptop, and looked at the four names.

They were four names. They sat in registry order, the order the Singapore clerk would have entered them in 1907 and the order Holloway had reproduced. Three saints. One place. The masters were named to the right. The vessel particulars below. The pattern, though Eleni did not yet have any word for it, was already there in front of her, in the four initials at the front of the four names, in the kind of over-ordering a chain-of-title lawyer trained to find seams would notice inside a week. She did not notice it tonight.

She finished the tea. She rinsed the cup and set it on the rack. She came back and looked at the page once more, because she had the habit of looking once more before she closed the laptop on a thing. The four names sat where they had sat. The highlighter sat where she had set it. The calendar by the refrigerator was open to a month with two saint's days in pencil and one Aspasia had circled, the feast of Saint Nicholas, though Eleni did not look at the calendar tonight either.

She closed the laptop.

She thought about the Pavlou name.

She had not thought about it across the afternoon, because the afternoon had been the labor she did. She thought about it now because the labor was done and the kitchen was the kitchen and the loukoumades were on the counter and the only thing left to decide was whether to go to bed or read first. She thought about how she had known the name without knowing how. The recognition had not been a memory. It had been the kind of recognition that came when a name had been spoken in the next room when she was eight or nine, and had stayed in the part of her hearing she had filed without system the way a child filed everything.

Her father had known a Pavlou. She did not know which. She was reasonably sure of it. She did not know whether the Pavlou her father had known was the Ronald Pavlou on the 1997 transfer, though Sydney barristers named Pavlou were not so many that the coincidence held no interest.

She filed the thought the way she filed thoughts.

She would look at it in the morning if the morning gave her cause. She had a brief due Friday. She had four other matters in active hand. She did not have a great deal of time to spend on a recognition that came out of the part of her hearing she had filed when she was eight.

She stood. She turned off the kitchen light. She went into the front room and drew the curtains. She changed in the bedroom and was in bed by ten forty.

She lay in the dark a long time without sleeping. The block was quiet. The flat above hers was quiet. The street outside carried the noise it carried at that hour, one car every three or four minutes on the road two blocks south.

She thought about her father, the way she did about once a month, as the man at the kitchen table of the Kingsford house on a Saturday morning in winter, in the cardigan her mother had knitted him in 1985. She did not know why she was thinking of him tonight, except that the brief had brought a thing into the flat that she had not yet named, and her father had been a man who knew what to do when a clean file was too clean and someone on the other end was too quick. She had never asked him what he did. She had filed the not asking.

She decided one thing before she slept. She would pull the 1972 transfer clear of the table in the morning, where she had declined to pull it that afternoon. The Manolis Argyros on the 1989 transfer she would leave under its heading a while longer, the way she left a thing she suspected she would not enjoy moving, because a file was easier to keep at arm's length before a name in it might be one of hers.

She slept on the question she had not let herself ask as though it were already a question someone had asked her.

* * *
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Chapter 2 — Over-Ordered
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Tuesday Eleni was at her desk by seven thirty.

She had slept badly. She catalogued the reasons in the shower and again on the train, in the order she trusted them. The second instant coffee at three forty. The loukoumas at six fifteen. The name on the 1997 transfer that her hearing had filed when she was eight and had handed back to her in the dark without being asked. She did not arrive at the desk persuaded by any of the three. She set the catalogue aside the way she set aside a witness who had answered a question she had not put.

She cleared three other matters first.

A reply to the Auckland client on a settlement point she had drafted at five past one that morning and had not sent, because the one-in-the-morning drafts were the ones she had trained herself to hold. A note to the discovery file on the November charter dispute. A countersignature on the vessel-purchase financing the client had needed at the close of yesterday and had not chased, because the client never chased. She filed each one. She marked each one done. The labor was the labor, and she did it first.

At eight forty she opened the Holloway brief.

The procedural table she had built on Monday was where she had left it. The four vessel names sat at the head of it, pulled clear of the registry's other metadata the way she pulled the load-bearing entries clear of any file. She had highlighted them at the kitchen table the night before. The highlighter was at home. The names were on the screen.

She read them once.

Then she read them the slow way, the pass she ran on the entries a chain of title turned on. A senior associate had drilled the method into her at the firm in 2014, a woman who had since gone in-house at a Brisbane insurer, and the method had stopped being a method and become the only way Eleni knew to read a register she was paid to opine on. The method ran on one principle. The documents a client handed a lawyer were the documents the client wanted read. The thing the client did not want read was legible to a lawyer who knew where the absences lived. Gaps. Coincidences. Cleanness in a place the record had no reason to be clean. An order that ran the way a registrar would have entered it and produced a result a registrar would never have produced.

The vessel names sat in registry order. A Lloyd's-trained clerk in Singapore had entered them in the late spring of 1907. Four entries. Three saints and one place, the way a Kalymnian crew named its boats.

She wrote the first letter of each name at the head of her notepad, one per line, in the order the registry gave them. Four letters.

She looked at them.

She ran the alphabetical pass first, because it was the cheapest. Rearranged by name, the four initials fell into a different order and produced nothing. She had not expected them to. On most files the alphabetical pass confirmed the absence of clerical accident rather than turning up a finding. She struck a line through it and moved on.

The masters-by-seniority pass took longer, because the careers had to be cross-checked. She pulled the Lloyd's listing extracts the registry carried as an appendix and laid the four masters out by date of first command, oldest to youngest. The senior man had taken his first command in 1881, on a Symi-registered boat that did not appear anywhere else in the chain. The youngest had taken his in 1899. The two in the middle were eight years apart and had each held two commands before the one the registry named, which she checked because a master named to a vessel late in his career sequenced differently than a master named to his first. She wrote the four initials in seniority order. They formed nothing she could name in the next half-minute. She ran the same exercise in reverse, youngest to oldest, and got the same nothing. She struck the line and moved on.

The port-of-registry pass took longer than either. Three of the four vessels had been registered at Pothia. The fourth had been registered at Symi. A registrar of the period would have entered the two ports in alphabetical order and then the vessels under each port alphabetically. She arranged the entries that way and read the initials in the order it produced. Four letters in an arrangement no one had a reason to read. Not a word. Not the front of a word.

She set the pen down and looked at the four lines at the head of the page.

Registry order. Alphabetical. Masters-by-seniority. Port-of-registry. Four passes. One produced a pattern. Three did not.

The pattern sat at the top of the page, where she had written the four initials in registry order before she had run a single pass. She had written them first because registry order was where the clerk had put the vessels and where Holloway had reproduced them, and the first thing she did with any sequence was copy it down as given. She had copied it down as given. The four initials in the order the clerk had entered them spelled a thing.

They spelled it the way a phrase a person had heard in a kitchen on Sunday afternoons until she was twelve spelled a thing. Heard and not studied. Held without system. She read it once at the head of the page in the order the registry gave the four entries, and she understood it and did not understand it, and the understanding was not a thing she could have built from the alphabet by accident.

She did not write the gloss beside it. She had been trained out of writing down what she had no evidentiary basis to write, and she had spent the years since extending the training past the file and into her own kitchen at nine years old.

She read the four initials one more time and then did not read them again, which was the only sign she let herself register of what the reading had cost. She gave the recognition the heading it lived under, which was filed, and she filed it.

Four initials. A phrase. The kind a man at the harbor wall would have said to another man at the same wall in 1907, in a register she did not own from her own use. She knew it from the part of her hearing that had filed a name when she was eight, and from a Sunday in 1998 in her grandfather Kostas's kitchen in Kingsford, when she had been nine and Kostas had read something from a small cardboard envelope at the table in the voice he kept for the things he wanted the room to hear once and not ask about.

She did not pursue the recollection. She did not write the phrase Kostas had spoken. She turned the notepad page face up only long enough to be sure she had not written it, and then she went to the file note.

She typed the heading the file permitted. Registry sequence anomaly, flag for client clarification. She typed the four initials. She typed the four passes and the result. Registry order, alphabetical, masters-by-seniority, port-of-registry. Only registry order yields the sequence. She did not type what the sequence was. She did not type the gloss. She typed, pending verification of 1907 Lloyd's registry sequencing conventions for Greek pearling-fleet entries through Singapore transshipment. She saved the note and closed the field.

She set the notepad page face down on the corner of the desk under the manila folder with the Newcastle salvage claim, where she would find it in the morning and where Wieland would not see it if Wieland came in for a corridor exchange before then.

She went back to the deeds.

The deeds took the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon. She built the 1907-to-1989 chain out in the table and added the 1972 transfer Holloway had sent through at four fifty on Monday. The Broome holding company that had wound up in 1974 had been registered in 1968 by a Perth firm she did not know and dissolved by a different Perth firm she also did not know. The eleven months between the wind-up of record and the 1972 transfer that predated it were still the eleven months. A company could not transfer a parcel two years after it had ceased to exist, and the dates said it had. She did not pursue them today. She would pursue them on Wednesday, if Holloway's answer on the registered address gave her cause.

The 1989 transfer was the one she had stopped on first on Monday, and she stopped on it again, briefly, the way a hand goes back to a tooth. The transferor of record was the estate of a Sydney testator named Manolis Argyros, deceased that year. She had filed the entry on Monday under prior owner of record, where the table wanted it, and the entry had stayed filed, and there was no reason to take it back out. Argyros was a common name. There had been Argyroses in Broome and Darwin and Sydney since the 1890s, and the line had branched more than once before it reached her. She did not know a Manolis. She had a great-uncle in Broome whose older brother had died at some date in the early 1990s, and whose name she had not looked up on Monday and did not look up now. She left the Manolis entry under its heading. She moved on. The leaving was a small act of discipline, and she registered it as one, and she did not examine why it had cost a discipline at all to leave a common surname under a heading the table had built for it.

At twelve forty she ate a salad at her desk and did not look at the page under the manila folder.

At one fifteen Wieland passed the office door and asked whether the Holloway opinion was on track for Friday. Eleni said it was on track. Wieland nodded and went on down the corridor without stopping at the printer. There was no corridor time today.

At three Eleni took a discovery call with a junior solicitor at the Auckland client's local agent. The call ran forty minutes. The solicitor was competent and asked her questions in the order they wanted to be asked, and Eleni answered them in the order they had come, and not one of them was the question on the back of the page under the manila folder, which was where she wanted it.

At four thirty she opened the file note and read it once. It said what she had typed. The four initials sat where she had put them. She added no gloss. She closed it.

At four forty-five she replied to Holloway with a short query asking him to confirm the registered address of the 1972 Broome holding company at the date of its wind-up. She did not ask the larger question the principal-against-registered collision had invited on Monday. She would put that on Wednesday, in a separate query. The under-review formulation Holloway had sent yesterday entitled her to two. She had now sent one.

At five fifty she packed the laptop and the notepad into her bag, walked the four blocks to Wynyard, and caught the train westbound.

She got off at Marrickville and walked the eight blocks to her flat by the route she walked. The pho place was open. The Greek bakery was open. The concrete planter the council had filled with rosemary no one had asked for sat where it sat. The flat above hers was quiet. She let herself in, dropped her keys in the ceramic bowl, set her bag on the chair, and went into the kitchen.

The kitchen was the kitchen. The Pothia calendar hung by the refrigerator, open to the month, the saint's days in Aspasia's pencil. The Tupperware of loukoumades stood on the counter, fuller than it should have been, because Eleni had eaten one on Monday and Aspasia never ate the loukoumades she made. The yellow highlighter sat on the table where Eleni had left it on Monday night. She picked it up to put it in the drawer with the takeaway menus, because she did not need it tonight, and then she set it back beside where the laptop would go, because she did need it tonight, and she did not stop to ask herself why, because the question was not one she would have answered honestly at the sink at ten to seven on a Tuesday.

She made tea. She did not eat. She stood at the counter with the cup and looked at the rosemary in the planter through the window until the tea was cool enough to drink.

She sat at the table. She opened the laptop. She opened the file. She opened the note.

The four initials sat in the note where she had typed them. She read them once on the screen. She read them once aloud, under her breath, in the order the registry gave the four entries. The phrase was the phrase. She heard it for a moment in her grandfather's voice, and then in the voice of a Sunday in 1998 in the Kingsford kitchen, and then in her own, and then in no voice at all, which was the voice she preferred for a thing she did not yet know what to do with.

She did not write it down.

She ran the passes once more at the table, on paper, with the highlighter, in case the yellow over the names surfaced something the screen had not. Nothing surfaced. Only registry order produced the pattern, the way only registry order had produced it at the office, the way only registry order would produce it on any surface she ran it on, because the pattern was not in the method. It was in the names.

That was the part she sat with. The method was hers, a thing she had been taught and had sharpened for twelve years. The pattern was not a thing a method found. It was a thing a person had built, four boats named so the first letters would carry a phrase in the order a registrar would file them, by someone who had known a Lloyd's clerk in Singapore would copy the entry down as given and a court would read past it. A method could find a seam. It took a person to sew one. Someone had sewn this in 1907 and meant it to be read by someone, and the someone it had been meant for was not a Sydney maritime lawyer in 2026, and yet here it sat on her table, and she did not like how little distance there was between those two facts.

She capped the highlighter and set it beside the laptop. She read the four initials at the head of the page one more time, then folded the page and slid it into the back of the manila folder she had carried home in her bag.

She added a single line to the bottom of the file note. Order is not accident. Someone built this, and built it to be found.

She read the line. She left it. She saved the note.

She closed the file. She closed the laptop at eleven forty.

She did not get up. She sat at the table with the laptop closed and the manila folder beside it and the highlighter capped on top, and she looked at the rosemary in the dark.

She thought about her grandfather.

She had not thought about him in a long time. She thought about him with the same discipline she kept for her father, which was to refuse the romance of it. Kostas had died in 2004. She had been fourteen. She had stood at the funeral at the parish in Earlwood with Aspasia and her father and her mother and three uncles and the wider Sydney Kalymnian community, and she had not understood at fourteen half of what the priest had said in Greek about the harbor wall at Pothia and the boat Kostas had loaded sponges onto in 1949 as a boy of seventeen, with his older brother beside him. She had understood the half she had understood. The brother had stayed at Pothia a season longer and had come out later by a different ship to a different port, and the two lines had not lived in the same city again, and that was the shape of the half she had not understood and had not asked the priest to fill. She had not asked for the rest, because asking was not what the family had done on the wide front lawn in Kingsford that October afternoon, with the platters out and the men of her grandfather's generation standing in their good suits in the heat and saying to each other the things they said instead of the things they did not.

She filed the recollection.

She did not write down what Kostas had said at the kitchen table in 1998. She had not written it at nine, and she did not write it at thirty-six.

She finished the tea. She rinsed the cup and set it on the rack. She came back and looked at the closed laptop a moment longer than anything required, which was what she did at a table she had not yet decided to leave.

She thought about her father.

She thought about him because she had been thinking about Kostas, and the thinking moved the way it moved, from the man at the parish in Earlwood in 2004 to the man at the Kingsford table in winter in 1992, in the cardigan her mother had knitted him. She did not know why her father had come to her on a Tuesday night any more than she had known the night before. Except that the note on the screen had been typed by a Sydney maritime lawyer in 2026 in the procedural register Yiorgos had trained her in by example, without once saying he was training her. And the note was not yet the kind of note her father had been asked to write at the Vryonis matter in 1981, because she did not yet know what the four initials were for, or what she would do with the knowing once the knowing was a thing she could not return to the cardboard envelope on the shelf in Kingsford.

She filed the thought.

She stood. She turned off the kitchen light. She drew the curtains in the front room and changed in the bedroom and was in bed by midnight.

She did not sleep for a long time. The block was quiet. The flat above hers was quiet. The phrase sat in the part of her hearing where the cardboard envelope sat, and beside it the name on the 1997 transfer, and the eleven months between a wind-up in 1974 and a transfer in 1972 that the dead company could not have made, and the four initials at the head of the page in the manila folder on the table.

She filed each of them again, in order, in the dark.

She slept around two.

She did not dream of the brief. She woke at six twenty, and what she had been dreaming was already gone, and she lay still for a moment and let it stay gone.

* * *
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Chapter 3 — Tempe

[image: ]


Eleni drove to Tempe on Saturday morning.

She had slept four hours. She was at the kitchen table by six twenty with a cup of tea and the four initials on the back of a Coles receipt, because she had been copying the four initials onto whatever surface was near her since Tuesday and the receipt had been near her. She did not write the gloss beside them. She had not written the gloss in three days and she did not write it now.

She drank the tea. She put the receipt in the back of her wallet. She showered and dressed in the clothes Saturday at the unit asked for, jeans and an old shirt of her mother's and the trainers she had stopped taking to the gym and started taking to Tempe instead. She had been driving to the unit four or five times a year since her mother died in 2017. She had cleared only the front quarter of the boxes, the quarter her mother had labelled in red marker, which was the practical quarter: seven years of tax records, the bank statements, the parish certificates, the deeds for the Kingsford house she had sold in 2018 to settle the estate. The back half was what her father had moved in himself the week before he died in 2019.

She had not opened the back half.

The yellow highlighter was in her bag. She had put it there Tuesday night and had moved it from the kitchen table back into the bag on Wednesday morning, and she had not asked herself why on either occasion. She left the flat at seven ten.

The facility sat on the industrial side of the line, two streets back from the Princes Highway. A Greek-Australian family had ended up there because the parish had been at the same address since 1962, across the river, and the facility had been the nearest one her father would drive to in 2017. She drove with the windows down and the radio off. The route was the route.

She arrived at seven thirty-four. The man at the front desk nodded. She signed the log and walked to her unit at the back of the third corridor and lifted the roller door.

The unit smelled the way it smelled in May, of dust and concrete and the faint sweet of an unopened crate of olive oil her aunt Aspasia had sent her father in 2018, with the instruction not to open it until Easter. He had not opened it by the Easter of 2019. The crate sat on a shelf at the back. Aspasia had not asked Eleni about it in seven years. Eleni had not opened it either.

She moved past it. The folding chair was where she had left it. The box of tax records she had been clearing in February was where she had left it. She set the chair up and pulled the box across the concrete and looked at it without lifting the flaps.

She did not open it.

She walked to the back half instead, around the leather lounge her mother had kept under plastic against the moth she had been certain lived in storage units, past the folded Greek-language newspapers tied by year with twine, past the four boxes her mother had labelled in red marker as Pothia photo albums, one of four through four of four. Eleni had opened one of those in 2018 and had filed the not-opening of the other three under a heading the unit kept for her, which was come back when you can. She had not come back to them.

She came to the law books.

Three boxes, labelled in her father's hand. Yiorgos law one of three. Yiorgos law two of three. Yiorgos law three of three. She had not registered the hand on the labels before this morning because she had not been at the back half since 2018, and in 2018 only long enough to pass the boxes on her way to an air conditioner she had thought about installing and had not installed.

She set her bag on the leather lounge.

She pulled the first box clear of the wall and lifted the flaps. The Halsbury's volumes from the eighties were the top layer, navy spines, leather corners cracked, with the small adhesive flags still tagging the sections he had used in practice. Under them were the conveyancing manuals he had bought as an articled clerk in 1973. Under those, the bound NSW Reports for 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982. She resealed the box and pulled the second. Criminal procedure texts. Property law treatises from the nineties. Three loose-leaf folders of CPD materials. She resealed it.

She came to the third box. The top layer was maritime law texts she had not known he had kept. She lifted them out. Under them sat a separate flat cardboard box, the kind a ream of printer's paper came in, taped shut with browned masking tape and labelled in his hand on the lid in the small block capitals he used for things he did not want lost.

The lid said: V v A 1981, do not destroy.

She read the line once.

She read it again, because she had been trained to read a load-bearing line twice before filing it, and this was a load-bearing line. She set the box on the leather lounge beside her bag and sat down on the chair with her hands on her knees and did not lift the lid.

She sat for a minute. She did not catalogue the unit. She did not register the temperature or the olive oil at the back. She filed what she filed, which was that she had come to pull tax records and had not pulled them, and that her father had taped this one box shut and labelled it in three boxes of books with an instruction he had given no other box, which was do not destroy.

Behind the bound Reports, where the box had sat, there was a brown parcel wrapped in paper and tied with twine. She lifted it out. She did not unwrap it. She filed the not-knowing.

She carried the box and the parcel to the front desk, signed out, and put both in the boot of the car. She came back and repacked the third box in the order she had emptied it and resealed it with tape from the roll on the shelf. She did not pull the tax records. She would come back for them on Sunday. She closed the roller door and locked the unit and drove home.

She did not eat on the way.

The flat was the flat. The Tupperware of loukoumades had a paper towel under the lid. The Pothia calendar hung open to the month it had been open to all week, the saint's days in Aspasia's pencil. She set her bag on the chair by the door. She set the parcel on the kitchen counter. She set the V v A box on the kitchen table.

She made tea.

She did not eat. She did not take a loukoumas. She stood at the counter while the tea cooled and looked at the box on the table and weighed whether to open the parcel first, because the parcel was the unknown thing and the box was the known thing. Then she filed the question and went to the table and lifted the lid off the box.

She opened it the way she opened a brief.

She slid the masking tape with her thumbnail and set the lid against the table leg on the floor, because she would need the surface. She did not lift a document out yet. She read the spine of the folder at the top of the box first, the way she read the spine of any file her assistant set on her desk, because the spine carried the file's register before the file did.

The spine was in her father's hand. Vryonis v. Argyros, NSW Supreme Court probate, judgment 1981, junior counsel of record Y. Argyros, BMA file 04/81. Returned to private custody on cessation of retainer, 17 December 1981. Do not destroy.

She read it twice.

She filed it.

She lifted the folder out and set it to the left of the box and sat down. She looked at the front cover, the standard buff cardboard a Sydney solicitor of his generation carried a private matter in, the matter title in his hand at the head, a single small adhesive flag on the lower edge, yellow, the same brand of flag she had registered in the Halsbury's at the unit and the same brand she had been ordering for her own files since 2014. She had ordered it because he had ordered it. She had never told herself that. She filed it now.

She opened the folder.

It was thick, four hundred pages, perhaps more, organized in the sub-folder structure he had kept in practice and that her own assistant kept at the firm, because he had taught the structure to a senior associate in 1991 in the same session at which he handed his practising certificate back. The order ran pleadings, affidavits, exhibits, case authorities, counsel notes, junior counsel correspondence, client correspondence, chambers memoranda, judgment.

The exhibits sub-folder was the thickest.

She opened exhibits first. The spine had named the judgment, and the judgment was the end of the file, and he had trained her to open the exhibits before the judgment because the exhibits were load-bearing and the judgment was only the court's reading of them. She laid the contents out on the table in the order he had left them and she read.

The lead exhibit was a 1907 Greek shipping registry extract.

She read it once.

She read it again, because she had been reading 1907 Greek shipping registry extracts at this table on Monday and Tuesday and Thursday of the same week, and the extract under her hand on Saturday at eleven was not the extract Holloway had sent her on Monday. It was an extract of the same period, from the same Lloyd's-trained clerk in Singapore, for the same Dampier Peninsula run, naming four of the same masters. It carried four vessel names. Two of the four were identical to two of the four she had pulled out of the Holloway brief and written on the back of a Coles receipt at six twenty that morning.

She read the two matching names a second time and a third, which she did not need to do, the registry being plain, and the rereading was the only cost she let herself spend on the page. She filed the cost.

She set the extract aside and lifted the next exhibit, a foolscap sheet in his hand, titled in pencil at the head Argyros-line 1907 vessel-naming convention, draft note for chambers consultation, do not file. Two pages. He had set out the four 1907 vessels' first letters in registry order, the same four letters she had been copying onto receipts and notepads since Tuesday. He had set out beside them the assumption he had been carrying in 1981, which was that the four letters in registry order produced what they produced. He had not written the gloss next to them. He had written the words counsel assumption above the four letters and pending verification below them, and he had drawn one short horizontal line under pending verification, the kind of line Eleni drew under a note she had no evidentiary basis to commit to yet.

She read the note twice.

She did not write the gloss.

She set the foolscap beside the registry extract and lifted the next exhibit, a sheaf of seven Lloyd's listings, cross-checked in his hand against the four vessels and against four others of the period out of Pothia and Symi. The cross-checks were not the passes she had run on Tuesday, the alphabetical, the masters-by-seniority, the port-of-registry. These were the cross-checks of a more senior solicitor, the transshipment dates set against the State Library of Western Australia's pearling-season calendar, against the Darwin port officer's stamp dates, against the Pothia harbour master's departure manifests, in the careful annotated hand of a man who had spent six months on the exhibit and had not been allowed to put any of it before a court.

She set the listings beside the foolscap.

She lifted the next exhibit, a single page in his hand. Junior counsel research note. Ronald Pavlou consulted informally re probate-as-vehicle question. Three lines. They named Pavlou as a Macquarie Street barrister her father had met for coffee at the Wentworth at the end of October 1981, to ask whether a court could be invited to treat the registry's over-ordering as load-bearing exhibit material under the rules of evidence as they then stood. Pavlou's answer was recorded in two words. Not possible. Under those two words, in pencil, a fourth line. No further route through this channel.

She read the page once. She did not file the Pavlou name, because the Pavlou name had been sitting in the part of her hearing that filed names since Monday morning at the office, and the filing was done. She set the page beside the listings.

She kept reading.

She read through the exhibits for the next four hours. The afternoon got into the kitchen. She did not boil the kettle a second time. She did not eat. She lifted each exhibit in the order he had left it and read his marginal annotations at every entry. The annotations were the annotations of a man who had taken the file as far as a junior counsel of record in 1981 could take a file whose load-bearing exhibit he was not permitted to name in open court. They were precise. They did not romanticize. They did not catalogue. They filed.

At half past three she came to counsel notes. She set the exhibits aside and opened the sub-folder. The first item was a hand-bound stitched booklet of about thirty pages, his closing-argument draft, in the register of an Argyros-line defence to a Vryonis-line probate claim, the load-bearing exhibit footnoted at every turn, the argument running carefully around the absence of the network as a term the court had no vocabulary for. The booklet had not been used. The flag on the cover said not delivered.

She read it.

She did not read the judgment. The judgment sat at the back of the folder, where the file ended, and he had trained her to read everything else first, because the judgment was the institutional reading and the institutional reading was the last document the lawyer read. She had read everything but the judgment by twenty to six. The light in the kitchen had changed. The Pothia calendar hung on the wall where it always hung, the month unchanged, and she did not look at it.

She did not open the judgment.

She closed the folder. She put it back in the box and set the lid on top and stood the box on the table to her left, where it would be when she came back to it. She did not tape it shut. She had not taped a file shut in seven years and she did not start.

She looked at the parcel on the counter.

She walked to it and turned it over in her hands while she decided whether to open it now or leave it. It was tied in the twine knot her father tied, the four-loop carrick bend she had watched him make since she was six. She did not untie it. On the back, in his hand, in pencil, a single line. From your grandfather Kostas, Kingsford kitchen 1998, returned to me 2004. K. died 12 October 2004.

She read the line.

She filed the line.

She did not open the parcel.

She set it back on the counter. She sat down at the table and looked at the box and at the parcel and at the four initials on the receipt in her wallet in her bag on the chair by the door. The Tupperware was on the counter beside the parcel. She did not take a loukoumas.

She did not call anyone.

There were people she could have called. Aspasia, who had marked the saint's days on the Pothia calendar for forty years and would have known in one sentence who Manolis Argyros had been. The cousin in Earlwood. Her assistant, even, who could have pulled the 1981 cause papers on Monday without being told why. She held the phone in her hand long enough to register that she was holding it, and set it face down on the table, because a call was a thing you could not unmake, and she did not yet know what she would be asking for, or whom it would cost.

She did not name the cost. She had been trained out of naming the cost by the man who had built the file on the table to her left, the man who had written constrained by considerations not on the face of the file in a chambers memorandum she had read an hour before, the man whose discipline of not-writing she had practised at her own desk on Macquarie Street since 2014 without once telling herself that the discipline she had built her practice on was the discipline he had built his first.

She sat at the table a long time and did not name it.

At twenty past seven she stood. She turned the kitchen light on, because the light had gone in the room. She rinsed the cold cup and set it on the rack. She pulled the curtains in the front room and changed in the bedroom and lay down.

She did not sleep for a long time.

She thought about her father as the man who had handed his certificate back at sixty-one because he had told her mother at the Kingsford table that he had been carrying the case twenty-six years and was tired. She had not asked him about the case. She had filed the not-asking, and the not-asking had become a folder on a table on the other side of the bedroom wall, and now there was no one left to ask, and the only voice the file would answer in was her own reading of it.

There were two things in that file she had not yet done. She had not read the judgment, because he had trained her to read the judgment last, and the judgment could keep, because the judgment was only the court's reading and she was not ready to let the court read for her tonight. And she had not run her fingers along the back wall of the interior pocket, the way he had trained her to clear a pocket before she called a folder closed, because she had spent the afternoon reading him and not thinking like him.

The pocket she would check in the morning. She decided it the way she decided to brief a matter, which was to stop turning it over once the decision was made, so the deciding did not keep her up. It kept her up anyway. She slept near three, and what she dreamed she let go of on waking, and the pocket was the first thing in her hands before the day had properly started.

* * *
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Chapter 4 — The Cassette
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She woke at six forty.

She had slept since three the sleep she slept when she had not eaten, which did not refresh and did not damage. She lay in the bed a minute. The light was Sunday light. The street outside the window had the quiet a Marrickville street had on Sunday at six forty, which was the absence of the bin truck two blocks south that ran Mondays and Thursdays and never Sundays, and the magpie in the camphor laurel that had started early.

She had been thinking about the file before she was awake long enough to know she had been thinking about it. The folder was on the kitchen table where she had stood it the night before. The parcel from her grandfather Kostas was on the counter where she had set it down and not opened. She would open the parcel on a day she chose. The day was not today.

She got up.

She did not shower yet. She walked to the kitchen in the shirt she had slept in and put the kettle on and stood at the counter while it boiled and looked at the V v A box on the table. She made tea. She sat down.

She had read every sub-folder yesterday except the judgment, and she did not intend to read the judgment yet. She intended one thing this morning. She intended to check the interior pocket.

A buff folder built in her father's structure had a pocket stitched into the inside of the back cover, two folds of card with a thin twill tape along the bottom edge, the place the solicitor on the file kept the small loose items that belonged in none of the sub-folders and that he did not want lost. She had registered the pocket yesterday and had not gone into it because yesterday she had been reading the exhibits and the pocket was not an exhibit. This morning she went into it.

She opened the folder. She turned to the back cover and slid two fingers into the pocket.

The pocket held one small cardboard envelope.

She drew it out. The envelope was the size of a business-card holder, a little thicker, dun coloured, with a flap stuck down at one corner and a single line in her father's hand in pencil on the front: V v A dictation, 8 December 1981, eve of judgment. It was stiffer than its size suggested. She lifted the flap with her thumbnail and tipped it out onto the table.

A microcassette and a folded sheet of foolscap fell out together.

She set the cassette to the right of the envelope. She unfolded the foolscap. It was a typed note on plain paper, the date in the upper right the twenty-second of June 2019, three weeks and a day after her father's death, the letterhead the chambers address she had stopped thinking about since the chambers closed in 2014. Four lines.

Dear Eleni. I have been finishing the file storage your father left in my care. I found the enclosed in the interior pocket of his V v A folder when I packed it for you. I do not know whether you knew of it. I have not listened to it. With my sympathies, Beverley Henshaw.

She read the note once.

She read it again, because she had been trained to read a short note twice when the second reading carried what the first did not, and the second reading carried that Beverley had not listened to the cassette across the seven weeks she had spent packing the file. Which meant Beverley had known what was on it without listening. Which meant either Beverley had typed it up in 1981 and remembered it, or Beverley had known her father well enough to know the kind of dictation he reserved for the interior pocket the night before a judgment.

She filed the not knowing.

She picked up the cassette. It was the standard 1980s microcassette, dun plastic with the tape visible through the small window, the brand name faded on the label, the spine hand-written in her father's hand: V v A counsel-of-record dictation, 8.12.81, note for file. She turned it over. The reverse label was blank. The tape sat at the head end. The cassette had not been re-used.

She did not own a machine that could play it.

The firm had digitized in 2008. The estate-clearance shops on Enmore Road and King Street still carried the kind of stock that included one, because the Newtown shops carried the contents of inner-west estates from the cohort that had bought transcription machines in 1978 and kept them in the front room until they died.

She showered. She dressed in jeans and the cotton shirt of her mother's she had worn to Tempe the day before. She put the cassette back in the envelope and the envelope in her bag. She put a yellow legal pad in the bag, because the highlighter on its own was not the kit the morning needed. The highlighter was already in the bag. It had been there since Tuesday. She left the flat at eight twenty.

Stelio had not opened the cafe downstairs. The roller shutter was still down. She walked past it to the bus stop and caught the 423 to Newtown.

The first shop on Enmore Road did not open until nine. She walked past it to the second, the wide shop opposite the Hub that the older Newtown traders had been running since the late nineties, which she had passed on Saturday afternoons for the seven years she had lived in Marrickville and never gone into. It was open. The bell on the door rang.

The owner was a man in his late seventies in a cardigan, half-frame glasses pushed up on his forehead. He nodded.

"Microcassette transcription machine," she said. "In order. For a week. Hire if you hire, buy if you do not."

"I have one," he said. "It plays."

He brought it out from behind the counter, a brown Sony with a foot pedal, a corded headset, and an adaptor in a canvas zip bag of the kind suppliers had stopped including with hardware around 2005. He plugged it in, fitted the headset, took a blank cassette from a drawer, dropped it in the bay, pressed a key for two seconds. The machine ran. He stopped it.

"It plays," he said. "Forty a week. Eighty deposit. Two-fifty to buy."

She paid the deposit and the week in cash, because she did not want a card record of a microcassette machine on her statement for the month. He counted the notes and wrote her a receipt by hand in a ledger book whose pages he turned forward and back with the patience of a man who had not run out of pages since 1996.

"People who buy these, they want to record," he said, not looking up from the ledger. "People who hire them for a week have found one with something already on it." He tore the receipt along the perforation and held it out. "I hope it is a voice you wanted to hear."

She took the receipt. She did not answer him, because there was no answer that was both true and short, and she gave a stranger only the answers that were both. But she registered that he had read her in one transaction across a counter, the way her father read a file from its spine, and she filed the man.

He put the machine in the canvas bag. She carried it out and walked the eight blocks back to the stop and caught the 423 to Marrickville.

She was at the kitchen table by ten ten.

She set the bag beside the folder. She unzipped it, set the machine on the table, plugged the adaptor into the socket beside the fridge, fitted the headset, took the cassette from the envelope, dropped it in the bay, closed the door. The tape was at the head end and needed no rewind.

She did not yet press play.

She got up and made a fresh cup of tea and came back and set it on the coaster. She pulled the legal pad from her bag and set it to the left of the machine where she would write. She uncapped a pen.

She pressed play.

There was a half-second of hiss. There was a small breath that was her father's breath at an age younger than the man she remembered. There was the click of him pressing the switch on the desk unit's hand-mic in the way she remembered him pressing the switch on the Dictaphone in his study with the door open, which she had been allowed to play with when she was four. There was a half-second of silence.

Her father said:

"Beverley, this is the file note for V v A, Tuesday the eighth of December, eight in the evening. Judgment is listed for ten tomorrow before Holland J. Please type this up in the morning for the file. I do not expect to read it back."

The voice was the voice. She had not heard it on a tape in nearly thirty years. She had heard it in the kitchen at Kingsford in the cardigan her mother had knitted him, on the telephone to Aspasia on Sunday afternoons, dictating to himself in the study. The voice on the cassette carried the same register back to a year before she was born, a junior counsel of record at the end of a long day, calm, unhurried. He was not performing. He was not warming up.

She did not write yet.

"I expect to lose tomorrow. I am putting this down so the file carries on its face what I understood about the matter on the eve of judgment, kept apart from what I have been instructed to argue and from what counsel for the firm is prepared to put on the record. I will give you the structure first. One, the matter. Two, the load-bearing exhibit. Three, the procedural position. Four, the note for chambers, which is the part you will not file. Beverley, please mark four note for chambers, do not file, and place it in the interior pocket on completion. Do not put it in the bundle counsel for the firm is preparing. Yes?"

He paused, the pause of a man waiting for the secretary in the room to nod. Eleni heard the small intake of Beverley's breath and the sound of
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