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			Praise for Maria La Divina

			‘One of the most moving episodes of [Maria La Divina] is also the moment when the conventions of biography and of the novel collide… What distinguishes the greatest biographical novelists is not only the judicious liberties taken with the biographical record, and the profound respect accorded to what cannot be known, but also the devotion to fiction itself that reverberates in the reader’s imagination’ New York Sun

			‘The heart of the book lies in Callas’s artistic triumphs as she tackles one impossible operatic role after another, redefining them in the process… [Charyn] gives us more to see and hear, not only of Callas, but of the opera itself’ Arts Fuse

			‘A bravura performance that hits all the right notes and is sure to delight opera devotees and fans of strong women characters’ Library Journal (starred review)

			‘An impressive portrait… Charyn elicits sympathy for his complex lead through nuanced character work, and he manages to channel the excitement of Callas’s performances. This is a marvel’ Publishers Weekly

			‘Charyn’s bracing biographical novel is about Maria Callas’s transformation from a New York daughter of Greek immigrants to a world-famous opera soprano… The allure of an opera legend is rendered with humanizing grit’ Foreword Reviews

			‘Charyn impressively covers events, places, and people (even an older Winston Churchill) with a solid pace that never stalls… The complex genius of the Divine Diva will stay with any reader of this work’ Historical Novels Review

			

			‘This vivid portrait of the diva is compelling and dramatic… An excellent choice for biographical fiction and opera fans’ Booklist

			‘Deftly crafted… Maria La Divina once again showcases author Jerome Charyn as a novelist of extraordinary literary ability’ Midwest Book Review

			‘Preternatural artistic force, persecuted diva, emotionally abused daughter, demanding love – they all are on display in this reimagined life of the ultimate diva’ Kirkus Reviews
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			Maria La Divina

		

	
		
			

			Our songs will all be silenced, but what of it?

			Go on singing.

			– Orson Welles

		

	
		
			

			One

			The Lone Canary

			1.

			Profesora, Profesora, Profesora!’

			Elvira de Hidalgo was bored to death. It was stifling in the audition room; the porter had forgotten to close the shutters, and the room was flooded with bitter, blinding sunlight and hot wind from the mountains. Elvira had to remove the summer cape she’d once worn in Il barbiere di Siviglia. This stranded diva, who had sung with Chaliapin and Caruso, was stuck at the Athens Conservatory, a teacher of students without a crisp of talent. The intruders sat on a long bench with their mothers and aunts, jabbering and calling out to her like a flock of sick canaries, ‘Profesora, Profesora!’

			She cursed under her breath and then assumed her stage mask. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘A little patience. I do not have a dozen ears. I can only deal with one student at a time.’ And the canaries stopped their horrid chirp. Elvira was practically fluent in Greek. She’d arrived in Athens several years ago, with a traveling troupe from Bilbao, but the troupe disbanded within weeks. And this veteran of La Scala, a coloratura soprano, who began losing the upper registers of her voice by the time she was thirty, decided to remain right where she was.

			Elvira stood next to the accompanist’s piano and noticed a stout girl sitting all by herself on the bench, removed from the other applicants, as if she wanted to hide. The girl had no discernible shape other than a pair of slouching shoulders, and she wore thick glasses and battered sandals. She had a long nose, a large mouth, and a barrage of pimples that seemed to scar her face. It was laughable, ridiculous, that this pasty, half-blind girl in an ill-fitting smock should waste Elvira’s precious time with the fantasy of becoming a fledgling soprano. The girl kept biting her nails as she sat there, revealing a glimpse of her swollen ankles.

			

			Elvira went through the canaries, one by one, dismissing them all and sending them home with their mothers and aunts, who kissed her hand, curtsied, and said, ‘Thank you, Profesora’ in a very musical Greek. And then Elvira came to the stout girl in the corner, who took off her thick glasses and wiped the sweat from her forehead with a handkerchief that had as many furrows as the Greek flag. She had the deepest eyes Elvira had ever seen – dark and dead – while her mother had flaring blue eyes and bleached blond hair. These poor, listless girls always seemed to have mothers with the manic energy of a firecracker.

			‘Child,’ Elvira said, ‘stop biting your nails… What is your name?’

			‘Maria,’ her mother said, ‘Maria Kalogeropoulos.’

			Elvira looked at the girl’s application form. She was born in America, had come to Athens at the age of thirteen, and had studied these past two years at the National Conservatory with Madame Trivella – an amateur, with her precious prodigies. Madame Trivella had never sung at La Scala, had never sung anywhere. And yet she taught the half-forgotten art of bel canto – the art of embellishment coupled with the finest phrasing – to these prodigies who graduated from Madame Trivella’s séances, got married within a month, and practiced arpeggios while they shopped at Plaka Market. That was the beginning and end of their careers.

			‘Child,’ Elvira said in the slightly mannered English she had picked up while performing at Covent Garden, ‘did Trivella invite you here?’

			‘No,’ Maria said without looking at Elvira. ‘She cannot teach me bel canto, and I cannot master it on my own.’

			Elvira smiled beneath her stage mask. ‘Bel canto was lost a long time ago. But why did you ever leave New York? You could have had some of the best teachers in the world.’

			

			‘Profesora,’ the girl’s mother said, wiping her brow with the back of her hand, ‘my Maria wanted to study with you.’

			Elvira ignored this blue-eyed pest. ‘Madame, I cannot audition her with people in the room.’

			The haughty blonde rebelled. ‘But you did not banish the other mothers, Profesora.’

			‘Still, you will distract your daughter, throw her off-key. You must go.’

			Elvira had the porter escort Maria’s mother out of the audition room, while Maria rose off the bench with a furtive look as she handed the accompanist the aria she intended to sing from Oberon, an opera about a mischievous company of elves and the bedlam they bring to Baghdad. Now Elvira smiled with a bit of malice. She knew the girl would fall flat. The aria was too complex for a fifteen-year-old girl. It is sung by Rezia, the luscious daughter of the caliph of Baghdad, and this duckling from the ‘Bronx’ could hardly inherit a princess’s voice or aristocratic manner. She stood there in her sandals and swayed like some molten creature.

			Maria’s eyes widened as she broke into song, while the soprano from Bilbao suddenly started to shiver at the melody this strange girl could summon from the very first notes. The voice was rich, deep with emotion that a fifteen-year-old shouldn’t have been able to capture. Elvira was shaken, enthralled. She lost control, started to cry. This duckling with the bad eyes and botched skin moved her arms like a princess, and her once vacant eyes flashed with fury. The bitten nails meant nothing. Elvira saw a startling, beautiful girl.

			She wouldn’t let Maria finish the aria. She could not bear the rough enchantment of her roulades, the way Maria could stretch and magnify a note.

			‘Stop, please. I beg you.’

			Now it was Maria who started to cry. ‘Profesora, did I disappoint you?’

			

			‘Child, you’ll ruin your voice with such roulades. You’re much too young.’

			Fifteen or not, she accepted Maria on a full scholarship. ‘Classes start in a week, and please don’t have your mother pester me.’

			‘But Profesora,’ Maria said in that ‘Bronx’ accent – an accent that utterly vanished when she sang. Maria understood with the clarity of a witch what syllables to emphasize and what syllables to drop in each musical phrase. ‘It was my mother who sent me to your conservatory. I wouldn’t have had the courage without her.’

			‘But she is not my pupil, child. You are. You will be here every morning at ten when the term starts. And you are not to practice roulades until I tell you.’

			Elvira couldn’t say why, but she kissed this magnificent brute of a child on the cheek as she would have kissed a comrade of hers, another soprano at La Scala, when she, Elvira, still had a voice and was adored; she would promenade in the tunnels under La Scala after her final aria as the rich young beauty Rosina in Il barbiere; she’d enter a private door of Biffi Scala with her painted cheeks and sit at the center table of La Scala’s own bistro as opera buffs knelt at her table and asked her to sign their autograph books…

			Maria looked down and kneaded her fine, expressive hands, alive with sweat. ‘Profesora, my mother will want to come with me to every class.’

			‘No,’ the diva said. ‘I cannot teach under such conditions. You will have to tell her, child. Mothers are forbidden.’ They were the wreckers of a girl’s career, ruinous and willful. 

			Maria bit her nails. ‘She will not believe me, Profesora. She will insist.’

			‘Then I will have the rector write her a letter with the conservatory’s seal… And I told you. Stop biting your nails.’

			The girl hesitated for a moment. Elvira began to notice little things. Maria had a feistiness under her mulish look. ‘Mother will convince the rector. She knows how to seduce.’

			Elvira removed her stage mask. ‘Child, she will not win. Now go home. And don’t practice your roulades without me.’

			

			Maria left, like a hulking ghost. Elvira could not console her. She would train this girl, teach her how to dance, how to move, how to sing. Elvira’s sojourn in Athens began to make sense. She’d arrived like a fugitive, a member of a company that unraveled so fast, it could have been a figment of her imagination. She found a maid’s room in a firetrap not far from Constitution Square. She had to grovel for a living, with a student here, a student there, until the rector at the Athens Conservatory realized that Elvira de Hidalgo had almost plummeted into his lap. He’d seen her at La Scala, had been one of her admirers, had left a bouquet of roses outside her dressing room, and now he invited her to join the faculty.

			She moved into a stone building near the Royal Garden and the Little Royal Palace, where George II, the puppet king, lived in his own internal exile. King George was always coming into power and was always being forced out. He’d lived in London for many years at Brown’s Hotel in Mayfair. And he now lived in the shadow of General Metaxas, the prime minister who declared himself military dictator. Greece had a parliament that never met. Metaxas prowled the Old Royal Palace with all his colonels in purple riding boots. Elvira had stayed at Brown’s whenever she sang at Covent Garden. It was famous for its cucumber sandwiches. She never missed an afternoon tea at Brown’s. But that was before King George’s time in London, and she never had the pleasure of introducing herself to the deposed king. Now she often saw him on the ramparts of the Little Royal Palace, wearing his medals and military cap, and she would wave to him. The king waved back, a prisoner inside his palace.

			George’s plight softened her own exile. Elvira could see the Parthenon and the Acropolis from her balcony. And on the days she didn’t teach, Elvira would often climb the Acropolis and stand within the ruins of the Parthenon – it was here that all human measurement began. And opera itself had emerged from the Greek chorus on this hill. The birth of song began here, long before Carmen and Il barbiere de Seviglia. She giggled like a schoolgirl. She wouldn’t have been surprised if bel canto had been discovered by the Greeks.

			

			2.

			Maria was born in the midst of a snowstorm. Her mother, Litsa, expecting a boy, had been knitting little blue caps for months. Maria was a giant at twelve and a half pounds. None of the blue caps would fit. Maria’s blond, blue-eyed three-year-old brother, Vasili, had succumbed to typhoid fever earlier that year, and Litsa wanted another Vasili. She wouldn’t even look at Maria for several days, wouldn’t hold her, wouldn’t fondle her. Litsa was despondent, the luster gone from her blue eyes, as she mourned the lost boy who never arrived. This child had dark eyes, and a crown of black hair.

			She cursed her husband. ‘I had to marry a pharmacist. I had other suitors, distinguished men. Why did you bring us here?’ They had landed in ‘Little Athens,’ a modest Greek enclave in the outback of Astoria, across the East River from the glow of Manhattan. Litsa came from a background of military officers and physicians to the king. Her own uncle was known as the ‘Singing Commander,’ because of the natural beauty of his voice. And she had married a handsome rogue, George Kalogeropoulos, a ‘peasant’ from the tiny town of Meligalas, in the Peloponnese. His people were poor, and George had labored for years at the single chemist’s shop in Meligalas, preparing potions that could ‘cure’ a myriad of diseases. Somehow he managed to get his degree at Athens University, and inherited the chemist’s shop from its owner, a crotchety man who keeled over right in the store on a rainy afternoon.

			George prospered. He married Litsa, provided her with a cook and two maids and the finest house in Meligalas, almost a mansion. But she continued to deride her peasant husband. She wanted to act on the stage.

			

			George had a wandering eye. He might have gotten the mayor’s daughter pregnant. He had a daughter, Jacinta, a dead son, and a wife who was pregnant with yet a third child. And without warning, he sold the shop and sailed off to America with Jacinta and his blond wife, who still dreamt of a stage career…

			George got a job at a pharmacy in Little Athens and had his name shortened from Kalogeropoulos to Callas at the courthouse in Astoria. He still had a wandering eye, even while Litsa gave birth at a Manhattan hospital. She couldn’t bear to name the baby girl, obsessed as she was by the ghost of Vasili. She called the little creature Sophie, or Maria, or Mary Anne, according to her mood and her whim. Litsa took more interest in blue-eyed Jacinta, now called Jackie, who was six years older than Maria and was Litsa’s only comfort. 

			George managed to buy his own drugstore in a rough-and-tumble neighborhood of Manhattan known as Hell’s Kitchen. He moved his family into a labyrinth of tiny rooms above the shop, which he dubbed Splendid Pharmacy.

			Litsa badgered George until he brought a player piano into the house, a magical gift. Litsa found piano rolls perforated with pieces of operatic scores by Verdi and Bellini; while George was with his potions, Litsa would hover over the player piano and pump at the pedals. Jackie was bored by Litsa’s incessant pedaling, but the music enchanted Maria. Soon she hummed the scores by heart; she couldn’t work the pedals the way her mother did. Maria was much too small. But she could perch between her mother’s thighs and push at the pedals with her own hands. This was the way she found Bellini.

			Maria was myopic. She began to wear thick lenses before she was five. And the world, without her glasses, was a barrage of discordant colors. Once, when Maria was six, Litsa discovered George flirting with a customer in the shop; while he flirted, Litsa scoured his mysterious jars – jars that looked like swirls of flaming color to Maria from her father’s apothecary shelves – and drank a portion of belladonna. She was driven to Bellevue in an ambulance and spent a month locked away in a rear ward of Manhattan’s legendary madhouse.

			

			Litsa’s only friend in America, Alexandra Papajohn, another Greek lost in Manhattan, served as a maid and a cook for the children in their mother’s absence. Myopic as she was, Maria noticed something strange between George and her mother’s friend. They kept touching all the time. Maria tried to step between them, so they couldn’t touch each other as often as they did.

			‘Papa,’ Maria said, ‘you must fire the maid.’

			‘Why?’ George asked, his gray mustache crinkling right under his nose.

			‘Because she is standing where Mama used to stand, taking Mama’s place.’

			Alexandra Papajohn was sturdy as a rowboat, with a chest that seemed to rise and fall under her apron. ‘Sweetheart,’ she said with a puzzling smile, ‘I am only looking after you and your sister until your mother is well enough to return. Litsa swallowed a bottle of poison – by mistake.’

			Maria knew she had an enemy for life.

			‘It wasn’t a mistake. Mama is unhappy – on account of you.’

			‘Maria,’ George said, ‘you mustn’t say that. Apologize.’

			‘Yes,’ Jackie said. ‘Apologize. Alexandra has worked like a dog.’

			‘Sister,’ Maria said, ‘please don’t mix in. This is an argument between Papa, me, and Big Chest.’

			‘Apologize,’ George said, ‘or I’ll spank you.’

			‘Spank,’ Maria said. ‘See if I care.’ She loved her father, but she wasn’t going to share him with Alexandra Papajohn even if it meant missing an Eskimo Pie from the ice-cream truck near Central Park.

			Papa and Alexandra didn’t touch so much in Maria’s presence, but she was always around when Maria woke and after Maria went to bed. And then one day she was gone.

			Mama had come home from the madhouse. She wore dark glasses and seemed very somber, like an undertaker’s daughter rather than a pharmacist’s wife. She didn’t have fights with Papa. They had made a pact, a truce between themselves. Litsa was determined now. She insisted that Jackie have music lessons. She envisioned her elder daughter as a prodigy at the piano, a child star.

			

			‘How can you be so sure?’ George asked. ‘She’s never played.’

			‘I’m sure.’

			But the stock market crashed and George had to vacate the Splendid Pharmacy in Hell’s Kitchen. It stood there, with row upon row of empty vials. George moved his family uptown to an apartment in West Harlem, a few blocks from the Hudson River. It was the same apartment house where Alexandra lived with her own father. George worked for a cosmetics company, traveled from town to town with a suitcase full of products. He paid for Jackie’s lessons and for a piano, too. Litsa wasn’t cautious. She entered Jackie in contest after contest, though her daughter never won a prize.

			‘Culture,’ Litsa said. ‘We need culture. Your father isn’t refined, isn’t refined at all.’ Litsa traveled down to the New York Public Library on Forty-second Street, where she borrowed the records of Verdi and Puccini operas and played them at home in Harlem on the Victrola that Litsa had bought with the shopping coupons she’d been saving for years. And they all listened to the Metropolitan Hour on the radio every Saturday when an opera was performed from the Met’s majestic repertoire. Maria heard Tosca once, and the music continued to swirl inside her head – sounds had more color for her than the sights she could barely see in the streets; sounds had shape and substance, could almost be rubbed in her hand.

			And then one afternoon, Maria suddenly burst into song. The lamps trembled in the wake of her voice. She performed ‘La Paloma,’ an old Spanish tune that had become popular on the radio. Maria didn’t have to bother memorizing the words or the melody. She knew the song, word for word, after she listened to it once.

			

			‘My daughter is a genius,’ Litsa said from behind her dark glasses. And suddenly she woke from the dead. She removed her dark glasses, powdered the deep ridges under her eyes, and shifted all her attention and manic energy from her older daughter to Maria.

			She found a voice teacher who lived across the street, but this so-called teacher was a charlatan, and Maria recognized it in a moment.

			‘Mama, Mr Luria can teach me nothing. He doesn’t even know the scales. He ought to pay me for helping him.’

			Maria sang at school, was the star of all the little playlets and operettas that the school put on. Her teachers couldn’t contain her.

			‘I know better,’ she said, ‘I know better.’ And her teachers had to give in. They’d never had such a rich voice at their command, even if they couldn’t command her.

			Maria was tall for her age. The other students didn’t like her. She was aggressive and sullen. The girls kept away from her, and she had fistfights with the boys. She always won, even if she often came home with a bloody nose.

			The family moved from West Harlem to Washington Heights. George was more successful in America as a salesman of cosmetics than he’d ever been as a pharmacist with his potions. Maria could feel the estrangement between her mother and father. Litsa flinched whenever George came near her.

			‘Mama, is it because of Big Chest?’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Litsa demanded.

			‘You know. Big Chest. Is Papa still seeing her?’

			‘Don’t talk of such things. You’re a child.’

			Maria missed her father. Whenever he returned from a road trip, he would take her to Fort Washington Park and they would share an Eskimo Pie from one of the ice-cream vendors. Maria loved the chocolate skin that covered the vanilla bar. George would let her crack the frozen skin with her teeth and devour the chocolate. Then the two of them would take turns biting into the bar.

			

			‘Papa, will you take me with you on one of your trips?’

			‘And have my little Maria miss school?’

			‘Papa, are you blind?’ she asked from beneath her thick glasses. ‘I’m not so little.’

			Besides, Litsa had other plans. It was the era of child prodigies and stars, like Shirley Temple and Winifred the Wonder Girl, who passed Stanford University’s entrance exam at the age of nine, or Hollywood’s lead juvenile songstress, Deanna Durbin; Litsa hoped to cash in on this phenomenon.

			‘Maria, stand straight when you walk, like a Russian princess. And you can’t wear glasses while you sing – never. They’ll think you’re a blind girl, selling pencils.’

			‘But Mama, how will I see the stage?’

			‘Memorize it!’

			Maria couldn’t even tell if the ambition she had was her mother’s or her own. She sang at local contests, winning one prize after another. The prize she cherished the most was a Bulova watch with silver dials and a golden crown. It was much too precious to wear in public. Her father housed it in a blue velvet box. The Bulova had a patent leather strap, and Maria would wear her watch at home from time to time, parade around with it on her wrist.

			3.

			Litsa returned one afternoon with three canaries, whom she dubbed David, Elmina, and Stephanakos, while they sat in their separate cages. ‘Here, my beloved,’ she said to Maria, with a touch of iron and ice in her voice, ‘what better tutor than a songbird? Elmina and her brothers will help teach you how to sing.’

			Elmina wasn’t much of a tutor. She could barely sing at all; she would make a stuttering sound from time to time, but David and Stephanakos could sing like Caruso; they warbled from morning to midnight unless Litsa covered the cages with a piece of cloth. Elmina and Stephanakos were a glistening yellow, while David had a greenish touch to his coat of feathers. David was the outsider, jealous of any attention that Stephanakos paid to Elmina. Maria couldn’t keep the two males in close quarters, or they would peck at each other ferociously and leave spots of blood on the wall.

			

			But Maria was their muse; she would serenade David and Stephanakos with that stuttering sound of hers, and they would warble back at her, matching pitch for pitch. Thus Maria had her own opera house in Washington Heights, with a pair of male sopranos.

			Litsa sensed that Maria would never make her mark as a diva in the United States, where it was far too expensive to hire a legitimate opera coach.

			Litsa would have to return to Greece, where, she convinced herself, her own family would support Maria, help her rise as an opera star once she had the right training. She cornered George, home from one of his frequent trips across the country, and insisted that he pay the fare for her own voyage and the voyage of their two children across the Atlantic. George wasn’t startled at all.

			He hadn’t fondled Litsa in years. He was in love with Alexandra Papajohn. He promised to send Maria and the children the sum of $125 a month.

			Maria wouldn’t graduate from the eighth grade until January, so Jackie left first, that December. And then Litsa and Maria boarded an Italian ocean liner, the Saturnia, in March 1937, with Maria’s Bulova in its blue box, while a porter clutched the three canary cages and George stood dockside, weeping into a soiled handkerchief. Litsa and Jackie were already lost to him – they mocked him, whispered in his presence – but he couldn’t bear to lose Maria.

			‘Papa, Papa,’ Maria shouted, ‘no more Eskimo Pies.’

			The canaries were making a terrible racket, singing their plaintive song.

			‘But when I have one, Maria,’ George shouted back, ‘I will think only of you.’

			‘No, Papa, it is forbidden. You cannot have an Eskimo Pie without me.’

			

			‘I promise, I promise,’ her father said.

			Maria rose higher and higher on the gangway with Litsa, the porter carrying the three canaries, and George watched them as they disappeared onto the Saturnia’s deck…

			The first two days at sea remained turbulent, and both Maria and her mother were nauseous the whole time, as their tiny tourist class cabin rocked relentlessly, and the canaries screeched in their cages. The sea was much calmer on the third day, and Stephanakos woke Maria with his own love song to Elmina, while Litsa toured the main deck in a muskrat collar that she had sewn for herself and told the first-class passengers about the prodigy she had on board with her, who would one day sing at the Met. It reached the ear of the ship’s captain, and he invited Maria to perform at a party he was giving for his officers and two Italian contessas in the first-class lounge. Maria had nothing to wear but her blue cotton dress with a rumpled white collar.

			Litsa was better prepared. Long before this voyage, she had taken a peach-colored satin bedcover and sewn it into a tea gown. Mother and daughter arrived in the first-class lounge with its rococo furniture and fittings. The captain, whose name was Stefano, had bushy eyebrows, a bent back, and a gray beard. He saw how nervous Maria was and he sat her down at the piano and offered her lemonade. Maria took one sip and removed her thick glasses. Suddenly, her eyes shone, and accompanying herself on the piano, she sang the Habanera from Carmen, transporting the entire lounge to a square in Seville outside a cigarette factory, where cigarette girls and soldiers congregate.

			The captain was astounded. He didn’t care about the two contessas. How could this weak-eyed girl who had arrived from her cabin in the bowels of the ship sing with such force while she sat at the piano in her dress with the rumpled collar?

			Maria had never been to the Met, but she memorized the broadcasts with all their commentaries. And after she finished singing, she plucked a rose from a vase on the piano and tossed it at the captain, exactly as Carmen does to the defiant Spanish corporal, Don José.

			

			Maria and her mother dined at the captain’s table for the rest of the voyage. Maria danced with the captain, despite her myopia. She had become a sensation on board the captain’s boat, with all the privileges of a diva, despite her cramped quarters and the three witless birds that warbled and coughed incessantly. Passengers stared at her and didn’t know what to make of myopic Maria, who talked like a tough girl from the Bronx and sang like an angel with a rich, deep voice, never slurring over a single note.

			4.

			The master of the Saturnia didn’t abandon Maria when they arrived at the port of Patras, in the Peloponnese. He stood on the quay with Maria and her mother, and the three canaries in their cages, parked on a mountain of luggage. Captain Stefano realized now where some of the diva’s gifts had come from. Maria was an actress, like her mother, who never stopped performing, not even for a moment.

			‘You have been so kind,’ Litsa said, waiting like a grand duchess for the captain to kiss her hand. He wouldn’t disappoint this half-crazed woman. But he felt the strife that would soon tear mother and daughter apart. He helped them into the ancient military vehicle converted into a cab with a huge luggage rack that would take them and their canaries to the train station.

			Maria and her mother rode across the peninsula in a train with wooden carriages and wooden seats. Maria had never seen houses made of mud. The tiny villages that passed in front of her eyes had dirt lanes rather than streets. She sat with the canaries and their cages on her lap. Stephanakos was nervous about this new terrain. And Maria answered every one of the songbird’s calls with a call of her own. The other passengers were amazed. They crossed themselves as they stared at this canary girl and her mother with a black feather in her hat…

			

			Litsa’s brothers and sisters met them at the station in Athens. Frosso, Litsa’s widowed mother, the matriarch of the Dimitriadis family, had not come. She was as willful and cunning as her ‘American’ daughter. Once a landowner of considerable means, she had lost most of her properties during the Great Depression, and now presided over the family from a house that was little more than a bungalow north of the Acropolis.

			Maria was allowed to audition in front of the family. Litsa’s brothers and sisters weren’t used to the deep metallic tones of Maria’s voice. ‘Mama,’ Frosso’s eldest son whispered in her ear, ‘we cannot sponsor this girl. She sings like a man.’

			But it wasn’t really a question of money, or the harshness of Maria’s voice. Litsa and Frosso didn’t get along. Litsa had imagined a warmth that wasn’t there. She quarreled with Frosso within a month and moved out. They had no furniture and had to sleep on the floor of a rented apartment near the Royal Garden.

			It was Jackie who rescued her mother and sister. The son of a prominent Greek shipbuilder, Milton Embirikos, grew infatuated with her – she was blond and delicate, like an American movie star. Milton had met Jackie at Zonar’s, a popular café and patisserie near Syntagma Square, in the heart of Athens; politicians often had fistfights in front of other patrons at Zonar’s, which was right across from the Old Royal Palace, parliament’s new home; poets gave readings at the tables; gangsters plotted; lovers had breakfast under the awnings in the late afternoon; novelists worked in some isolated corner over a double espresso. And Milton stared into Jackie’s blue eyes, after his third encounter with her at Zonar’s, wondering why she wouldn’t allow him to accompany her home. He liked her veil of mystery.

			He was in his thirties and was looking for a wife, although he could not marry until his younger sisters found husbands for themselves. And Milton floated from woman to woman until he found Jackie. But she made the mistake of her life. She told Litsa about her rich suitor, the shipbuilder’s son.

			

			Litsa plotted. ‘Bring him home.’

			‘Mama,’ Jackie said, ‘we’re sleeping on the floor.’

			‘Bring him home,’ Litsa said, with ice in her eyes. 

			Maria met him first at the front door. He was short, with an unruly crown of black hair.

			Litsa made him coffee in the empty flat and bargained with him like a horse trader, while Jackie wasn’t allowed to utter a word.

			‘Mr Embirikos – may I call you Milton? I cannot give my daughter away. We come from a noble line. My father was a general. We must meet your parents first.’

			‘Madame,’ Milton said with all the elegance of his caste. ‘I do not think that is a good idea. My father is not in the mood to have me marry.’

			‘We shall see,’ Litsa said.

			They could not all fit into Milton’s roadster. So he borrowed one of his father’s company cars, a well-waxed Cadillac, and they rode to the Embirikos estate in Kolonaki, east of Syntagma Square. Maria saw the rows of mansions, with their iron gates and complicated rooftops, near Lycabettus Hill.

			Milton’s father, a stern little man in a frock coat, did not take kindly to Litsa and her tribe. She talked of her father, the general.

			‘I knew him – slightly,’ Mr Embirikos said. And the interview was over. He would not grant his son permission to marry. But Milton wasn’t helpless. He ran his father’s empire and was flush with cash. And so he bargained with Litsa on the ride back to the family’s empty flat near the Royal Garden. He agreed to furnish the flat.

			Litsa growled at him. ‘Furniture? We want a better home.’

			‘Granted,’ Milton said while he spun the wheel. ‘You will have it.’

			‘With a cook and a maid – and a cash allowance.’

			‘Yes, yes,’ Milton said. ‘You will have it all.’

			He moved Litsa and her family into an apartment near the Olympia Theatre and the green trolley cars that ran along Ippokratous Street; most of the streets in the area were unpaved. The apartment had a balcony and three small rooms, with a kitchen and a bathroom.

			

			Milton would not allow Litsa to have a telephone in the apartment. He didn’t want Jackie’s other admirers to call her. He was very jealous and very kind, also resilient in his own stubborn way. He took Jackie to parties where his father was present. And he stood firm when his father shouted, ‘Why do you bring that woman here? I will never consent to a marriage.’

			‘I know, Papa. But I love her anyway.’

			‘And still you defy me?’

			‘No, Papa. She will remain my fiancée – forever.’

			Milton waited six months before he slept with Jackie. He never once called her his mistress, though mistress she was. The family had a maid and a cook, as promised, and the flat was stocked with food. Maria couldn’t stop stuffing herself. She particularly adored tyrópita, a cheese pie that the cook prepared for her. Her thighs thickened. But she continued to eat.

			In the autumn of 1939, Milton moved Litsa and her two daughters into a much larger flat on the fifth floor of 61 Patission Street, an Art Deco building with ornamental ironwork. The flat had two bathrooms and a separate room for the canaries. The walls were painted blue, according to Litsa’s instructions; the furniture was blue, as well as the kitchen cabinets. Litsa had become a fanatic about her favorite color.

			Maria had to wear her mother’s and sister’s castoffs, dresses and smocks that Litsa stitched together. She studied day and night when she wasn’t at the Athens Conservatory, a decrepit building near Omonia Square, with a well and a mulberry tree in the courtyard.

			Elvira de Hidalgo ruled from classroom 25, a monk’s closet with a grand piano, eight chairs, a tiny window that looked out upon the mulberry tree, and an even tinier stage. She taught her students the dying art of bel canto, a strict art, where each student tenor and soprano had to sing and move with an infinite grace, and embellish only where embellishments were allowed. She began with Bellini’s Norma, an opera about a Druid high priestess who has broken her vow of chastity and conceived two children in secret with the Roman proconsul of Gaul. Norma takes place during a planned uprising of the Druids against Roman rule. But the real ‘uprising’ is within Norma herself. She is still in love with the proconsul, who has cast her aside and is now in love with another Druid priestess.

			

			Madame Elvira brought an accompanist into the room, while she climbed onto the tiny stage and performed the entire opera in pantomime. The other students giggled to themselves, watching this handsome heavyset woman do a kind of ballet on the sunken boards of the stage. But there was not one exaggerated gesture, not one false move. Maria had an advantage over the others. She had memorized the music and the libretto of Norma and grasped the force of Madame Elvira’s exercise, how she could reveal the severity of the opera, its stark, majestic sounds in the utter silence of her moves, except for the creaking boards.

			5.

			Whatever cash Milton gave to litsa, none of it fell into Maria’s hands. She did not even have the trolley fare – two drachmas – that would take her to the conservatory on Pireos Street. And so she had to walk to school and walk home. The other students laughed at her and made snide remarks about the heavy tread of the shoes she sometimes wore, which looked like the battle-torn boots of a defeated soldier. Maria did not have the mettle to ignore these remarks. She had fistfights in the halls of the conservatory. The other students learned to ignore her and keep away from the ‘Battling Bulldog,’ as they called Maria.

			But when they heard the rich, stentorian notes that escaped through the walls of classroom 25, they began to look at Madame Elvira’s wild ‘American’ with a certain alarm and awe. None of them had the range of Maria’s voice – nearly three octaves – as if the Battling Bulldog were three separate creatures in one, with a very different upper, lower, and middle register. None of these students, no matter how gifted, could compete with Maria’s virtuosity, or her ability to act out a part, to move her hands like a conductor’s baton, as if every part of her could enliven the music.

			

			That February of 1940, as there were rumblings of war between Italy and Greece, and Athens had its first snowfall of the year, Maria had been picked by Madame Elvira to take part in a benefit concert for needy students at the conservatory’s Great Hall. Maria was the very last to sing, with another student soprano from Madame Elvira’s opera class. Maria played Norma in a simple white dress. She was sixteen years old, and she performed the duet, ‘Mira, o Norma,’ with her fellow student playing the young priestess, Adalgisa, the proconsul’s new favorite…

			The audience at the conservatory was amazed by Maria. Norma rent the hearts of everyone in the upper and lower tiers with the quicksilver of fire and destruction in her enormous brown eyes and the terrifying stillness of her body under that simple white dress. It was not the performance of a sixteen-year-old novice. Maria had become Norma that evening, under the slanting fall of the snow.

			Even Madame Elvira, who recognized Maria’s brilliance and had nurtured it, was startled. No performance of Norma at La Scala had touched her as deeply as this duet sung by two amateurs, two unknowns.

			Maria was voracious – like a wolf in a tattered coat. She attended every class that Madame Elvira gave at the conservatory. ‘Even the poorest voice can teach you something,’ she would later remark. But it was pure bravura on Maria’s part. The conservatory had become her home and her survival kit. She did not feel comfortable among her mother’s blue walls on Patission Street, except in the canary room, where she could serenade Stephanakos and the other two, and in the pantry, where she stuffed herself with chocolate and cheese.

			

			She was now the star pupil at the conservatory, Madame Elvira’s ‘pet,’ who appeared on Athens Radio, replicating her role in the duet ‘Mira, o Norma,’ stunning opera lovers with the volume and colors of her voice. It was hard to believe that this Norma was so young, that she could encapsulate the suffering, rage, and despair of a Druid high priestess.

			She often accompanied Madame home to her new ornate fifth-floor flat at 79 Patission, a few doors from where Maria consoled herself with the canaries when she wasn’t at the conservatory. Maria looked after Madame Elvira’s spoiled terrier, Gigi, who ripped apart the furniture and often peed on Madame Elvira’s plants.

			It was an enormous flat, with a signed portrait of Mussolini sitting on Madame’s grand piano. The Italian dictator was the enemy of Greece, but Madame didn’t seem to care. She was a foreigner who loved furs and French perfume, and she loved Maria. Using her influence as a former prima donna at La Scala and the Met, she was able to find Maria a position in the chorus of the National Opera, founded a year earlier, in 1939. It was an opera company that had to maneuver like a wanderer in a storm, without a permanent opera house of its own. Still, Maria earned fifteen hundred drachmas a month – she had signed a contract for a year. She was the one student at the conservatory who had landed at the opera.

			Just prior to her audition, Madame went with this pugnacious nail biter of a girl to have her nails trimmed and her unruly shock of black hair washed at Madame’s favorite beauty salon in Athens, right near Zonar’s. They sat under the café’s awning afterward and both had a dish of butterscotch ice cream, then a second dish to calm their nerves and soothe Maria’s rapacious appetite. And then they visited Madame’s tailor on Solomou Street.

			‘Martin,’ the Spanish soprano said in her most musical voice, ‘you will make my Maria trim and vivacious.’

			‘Madame, I cannot work miracles. This girl—’

			‘Martin,’ Madame Elvira said in a much less musical tone, ‘you will not refer to my protégée as “this girl.” She has a name. And it is Maria. You are a magician, are you not?’

			

			‘Yes, Madame, if you say so.’

			‘You will make her positively svelte.’

			‘In green, Madame?’

			‘No, the darkest blue.’

			Martin took Maria’s measurements, crouching under her armpits. And then Madame Elvira picked the material, the purest silk, from the tailor’s shelves.

			‘Martin,’ she said, ‘we will be back in three hours.’

			‘Madame,’ the tailor said with a sunken look, ‘that is impossible. I cannot—’

			‘Did I not call you a magician?’ Madame asked, as if she were delivering a recitative at La Scala as she pointed to Martin’s little team of tailors. ‘It would not be wise to disappoint my Maria. She might return in a year as Athens’ most glorified prima donna. Five hours, then.’

			Madame Elvira had time to kill, and she was in a frivolous mood. She went with her protégée to the movie palace at Omonia Square, watched the newsreels, saw General Metaxas strut across the Old Royal Palace in his plum-colored riding boots, denouncing Il Duce, while the press followed him from room to room. The king had become Metaxas’ pawn, yet the general spoke of himself as the savior of the crown and Greece’s ‘royal’ government.

			Madame shouted at the screen. ‘Liar! Imbecile!’

			A bit embarrassed, Maria shook her patron’s sleeve in the dark.

			‘Madame, they will throw us out if you keep making a fuss.’

			‘Then we will go elsewhere.’

			But Madame didn’t move. She’d come to Omonia Square to watch Greta Garbo in Ninotchka.

			Madame whispered in Maria’s ear. ‘She is funnier than funny because she is always serious, and it’s her seriousness that charms us and makes us laugh. Learn a lesson. Always do the opposite of what the audience expects.’

			‘But that is impossible.’

			

			‘No, it is bel canto. Garbo sings to us in her own inimitable way.’

			Next they ate souvlaki on the sly from a vendor near Solomou Street and returned to the tailor. Maria’s dress was incomplete, of course.

			‘Martin,’ Madame said with a yawn, ‘you disappoint me.’

			‘Time,’ the tailor said, ‘is an ax, Madame, that delivers what it wants to deliver. We are doing the best we can.’

			Martin and his team scrambled across the shop with pins in their mouths and they swaddled Maria in silk, as if she were a tailor’s dummy in soft armor. The tailors marked Maria with pieces of white chalk and then withdrew to a table with their strips of silk, where they sewed and sewed.

			Madame waited with Maria for another hour, tapping her left foot on a floor strewn with swaths of material and knots of thread that looked like hairballs.

			‘Martin,’ the ex-diva said, ‘I will pluck your eyes out if you are not finished soon.’

			‘A pity, that,’ Martin mumbled, with pins in his mouth. ‘A blind tailor would not be of much use.’

			‘Ah, you’re a philosopher now,’ Madame said.

			The tailor returned with Maria’s dark blue dress in his arms. Maria stared at the blue silk. She marched into the tailor’s closet with the dress in her arms while the entire shop waited with all the suspense of some great adventure. Martin had never worked this way before. And he would have declined the invitation if it had been anyone but Madame Elvira. He was a fanatical opera fan. He had purchased one of the robes she wore at La Scala from a dealer in stolen costumes, purchased it at a phenomenal price…

			Maria walked out of the tailor’s closet in the dark blue dress that did mask her full figure and make her look like a tigress with a pouncing step.

			Even Martin was mystified. ‘Madame,’ he said with a stutter in his voice, ‘this girl – she is a different woman.’

			‘No, she is my Maria,’ Madame Elvira replied, and marched out of the tailor’s shop with her tall tigress in the blue dress.
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			The other students at the conservatory didn’t recognize Maria. At first they thought she was another one of Madame Elvira’s protégées they would have to compete against. Then they heard her sing and their hearts sank. She was even more dangerous now that she had a kind of pedigree. They felt a little more comfortable when her veneer faded and she had fistfights with male students in the courtyard.

			‘The Battling Bulldog is back.’

			Maria didn’t do much better at the National Opera. The new female members of the chorus resented her and feared she might pounce on them and seize their place in the chorus.

			‘She’s a child,’ they said, ‘and she isn’t really Greek – let her go back to America, where she belongs.’

			So Maria had little solace among her sisters in the chorus.

			It wasn’t much better on Patission Street. Her mother resented Maria’s sudden makeover.

			‘That witch at the conservatory has no right to dress you up like a doll. And blue isn’t your color; it’s mine.’

			‘Mama,’ Maria said, ‘at least I’m not biting my nails. And you’re not the queen, Mama. You can’t own a color.’

			She went into the canary room and played with Stephanakos for a while, sang a duet with him, while David and Elmina remained silent in their cages. But after a month or so, Maria stopped wearing her blue dress. She began biting her nails again. She clomped around in her soldier’s boots, the same slovenly Maria.

			Madame Elvira was furious. ‘Look at you! Didn’t we go and see Garbo together? Idiot that I am, I devoted an entire afternoon and evening to your welfare. I besieged poor Martin. I made him perform a miracle, and he did – for my sake. And how do you reward me? Ungrateful girl! You will never, never sing at La Scala.’

			

			Madame raised her arm, not to strike Maria, but to emphasize her disappointment and disgust.

			Maria flinched and began to sob. The sound frightened Madame. It was like the bellowing of a sick cow.

			Madame was overwhelmed with remorse. She knew the circumstances that Maria had to overcome – a mother who dyed her hair blond and paraded around in dark glasses, scheming to turn Maria into another Deanna Durbin, a nightingale sitting on a gold mine.

			Maria was as close to a daughter as Madame would ever have, she a prima donna who had landed in Athens for the duration, with talentless pupils except for this child, who did have Deanna Durbin’s gold in her voice, more than gold.

			She hugged Maria, hugged her for the sake of her own life.

			7.

			Mussolini declared war on Greece that October. Air-raid sirens wailed the very first morning of the war. The incessant noise frightened the canaries, and their cages filled with feathers. But Stephanakos was not to be outdone. He answered the sirens’ wails with shrieks of his own. Not even the hood on his cage could silence his screams. Stephanakos was in the middle of his own war.

			Litsa and the girls had to cover every window of their flat with blue blackout paper. The lights of the trolley cars were painted blue, so that there was an eerie shimmer after dark, as if the dead were riding the boulevards and the living had disappeared. Not one bullet was fired the first two days, and then the butchery began. The Italian invaders were soon repelled and pushed back into Albania. Victory flags flew over the Acropolis.

			Italian prisoners of war with gaunt faces and bedraggled uniforms were marched bootless across Patission Street with their bloody toes bared. Litsa hissed and spat at them, but Maria could hardly look into their bewildered, rabbity eyes. They seemed both comical and tragic to her, like characters in an opera playing out right on Patission Street. One prisoner in particular appealed to Maria. He seemed to be doing a pantomime for her, singing a silent aria, as he pretended to tip a hat he wasn’t even wearing. This prisoner belonged to Maria in some secret way, talked to her with the slope of his shoulders, as if he was telling her, her alone, that Mussolini and his war were insane – in fact, the whole world was insane. He shaped a kiss with his crooked mouth and rolled his bloodshot eyes.

			

			Maria tossed a chunk of chocolate at him, but other prisoners swatted it away, and clambered for it among themselves, until the chocolate splintered into impossible pieces, creating a riot, as Greek wardens in rumpled uniforms beat the prisoners back with their batons into the semblance of order, a doubtful double line.

			One of the wardens reprimanded Maria. ‘You mustn’t do that, miss. They’re no better than animals.’

			‘I like animals,’ Maria said.

			Litsa chided her. ‘Imbecile, do you want us to be arrested for aiding the enemy?’

			‘Mama, I tried to give a starving soldier some chocolate.’

			‘That’s close to treason,’ Litsa said.

			Still, Maria had to conspire with Madame Elvira after the war began – Madame feared that Metaxas, the military dictator, might deport her because of her devotion to that other dictator, Il Duce. So she and Maria hid Mussolini’s signed portrait in the cellar at 79 Patission. A bit shaken now, she also hid her jewelry and furs, worried that the Greek government might descend upon her and confiscate whatever she had. She stopped going to visit the diplomats and secret agents at the Casa d’Italia, which had its headquarters a few doors down, at 47 Patission Street.

			She worried that Greek agents were following her. She gave fewer classes at the conservatory and began seeing more and more of her pupils at home. She had a locksmith provide her with two extra locks and an armor-plated door. She kept a revolver in the house.

			

			Maria had met one of the consuls from the Casa d’Italia at Madame’s flat – Major Attilio De Stasio, who had a military title but not a uniform to go with it. De Stasio didn’t wear plum-colored riding boots like General Metaxas. He didn’t wear boots at all. He was a bit shorter than Maria. He had a boyish face, though he must have been forty. He also had a wife and two children in Ravenna. But he’d been sent into exile in Athens, Maria heard him say. She knew it was a lie. He was gathering intelligence, spying on the Greeks. But Maria couldn’t inform on Tilio, as everyone called him at the Casa. He was Madame’s confidant, one of her dearest friends.

			He had a gray mustache and piercing green eyes that embarrassed Maria, made her feel that Tilio was undressing her with every regard. He didn’t chase after Maria, though he did dance the fox-trot with her at one of the parties in Madame’s flat – before the war. The lights blinked and went out for a moment. He brushed his lips against her in the dark – it felt like a salamander’s kiss. But after the lights went on, he pretended that nothing had happened.

			‘Maria,’ he said in a deep baritone, ‘I heard your Norma on the radio. You were magnificent.’

			That salamander’s kiss had disoriented her. ‘I did one duet, Major, only one.’

			‘Call me Tilio,’ he said with a note of alarm. ‘You mustn’t use military titles in a foreign country. People might get suspicious. But I am not wrong about your Norma. It gave me the shivers. How could you summon up such sadness – a girl like you.’

			‘I am not a girl, Signor Tilio. Soon I will be eighteen.’

			He smiled. ‘Signor is much too polite,’ he said. ‘Tilio is enough.’

			That was the last conversation they had had. But she dreamt about this major who wasn’t a major, with his green eyes and gray mustache. And he chased Maria in her dreams with Madame’s pistol. He shot her many times. But she never screamed.
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			The Germans invaded Greece in April 1941 and arrived in Athens with their tanks and trucks as darkness descended upon the streets. Athenians stayed at home while the swastika flew rampant above the Acropolis. There was no food, none at all in the shops.

			The Greek headquarters occupying the Hotel Grande Bretagne on Syntagma Square vanished overnight. King George had fled to Crete, abandoning the capital and its entire population. From her window in the canary room, Maria watched the German motorcycle troops ride down Patission Street on their way to Omonia Square. She went up to the roof with Stephanakos on her shoulder, with the wind in her eyes. Stephanakos would not sing. The motorcycle troops had polished leather jackets that blazed like black diamonds in the sunlight.

			But there was little magic after that. The wealthy lost whatever they had – their homes, their cars, their jewels – as the Germans grabbed whatever they could. Black marketeers and gangsters operated with full German consent. They sat at Zonar’s café and bartered like potentates and grand masters. No one could defy them, not even the German generals, who flourished from all the loot, while everyone else began to starve.

			In Maria’s mind, it was Norma all over again. She was the Druid high priestess with her three canaries as a chorus, but without a lover, without two sons, without a role to sing. Athens was suddenly Gaul. The Germans were the Roman invaders, with generals in long leather coats rather than a proconsul, rather than Pollione. They seized the Grande Bretagne for themselves, occupied Syntagma Square as a kind of parade grounds, and sent the Athenians tumbling into utter submission with an elaborate, orchestrated show of force.

			The flamboyance of the motorcycle troops left most people in a daze. They had an aura of invincibility. No Druid high priestess could combat them, yet the young soprano with her three canaries was still Norma, a lonely Druid without an aria that could console anyone, not even herself.

			

			Yes, there were Greek Communists in the mountains, and a scattering of British soldiers who had been left behind as guerillas, but a good number were flushed out of the hills and hanged from the lampposts on Syntagma Square, in full view of the Grande Bretagne and black marketeers at Zonar’s café. Soon these dead resistance fighters were hanged from lampposts on random streets as a lesson to all of Athens. A corpse in the blue jacket of a British commando dangled from a lamppost beneath Maria’s window; the dead man’s face was the color of hard white clay – he’d been tortured; he had no fingernails and two of his toes were missing. Yet he seemed to have a defiant grin as he twisted about.

			Maria felt more and more like Norma in an invaded land; she couldn’t sing to a corpse of white clay. The populace had to survive on artichokes and black beans, while German officers feasted on fresh fish and honey cake in the salons of the Grande Bretagne. The Greek government and the king, chased by the Germans out of Crete, ran to Cairo. Meanwhile, Maria went back to the conservatory, which had reopened in May. The students in Maria’s class all had sunken faces, and she shared with them whatever scraps of food Milton had managed to barter on the black market. Maria watched with an overwhelming pity in her dark eyes as they gobbled the figs and gnawed at the black bread like wild animals, fighting with each other over the very last morsel. Soon she couldn’t bear to watch, and she turned to Madame Elvira, who sat so benumbed in her chair that she could no longer teach the class.

			Most of the male students had been drafted into the Greek army – half were dead – and many of the females had lost their desire to sing during the occupation of Athens. Maria continued her studies at Madame’s apartment. The Italian prisoners of war Maria had seen marching like mummies on Patission Street were back in uniform, their roles reversed. They were now Maria’s jailors. The Germans had them watch over the Greeks while their own generals still dined at the Grande Bretagne, still had honey cake and ice cream.

			

			Madame Elvira plotted endlessly on Maria’s behalf at the National Opera. She had Maria made a soloist that summer. The other soloists rebelled, riled by the attention that the prima donna from La Scala and Patission Street paid to this plump girl with pimples on her face who had the sound of hot tin in her voice. But Maria fought off their cabal with curses and sometimes with her fists, myopic as she was. The soloists complained to the governor-general of the company, baritone Ulysses Karapanou, who had once been prominent in local productions of Puccini, having played Scarpia, the Roman police chief in Tosca. He’d been Scarpia ever since.

			‘Honorable Governor-General,’ said Marguerita Nikolaou, a mezzo-soprano, who was the leader of the cabal, ‘your Maria is a cow and a pig. She stuffs herself with chocolate, while we have nothing to eat. You must put her back in the chorus, where she belongs.’

			‘My darlings,’ the governor-general said, ‘if you are not satisfied with your situation, you can always quit. We will find other soloists – not as talented as you, but talented enough. Besides, we are under the German heel, and you should be grateful to have a salary in such hard times.’

			It wasn’t the Germans whom the governor-general feared; it was the Italians, who had come back to Athens with a vengeance and gained control of all the arts. Ulysses was like a puppet in their hands, a politician who had to juggle his wares to survive. And he juggled well. He avoided the German generals at the Grande Bretagne, and pleaded his case to the cultural magnates at the Casa d’Italia, with Madame Elvira at his side. He knew that half these magnates were secret agents of some kind, but the Greek National Opera couldn’t survive without their patronage and their passion for whatever bric-a-brac of a performance he could conjure up. He had little cash in his coffers. He could not mount a full production of any opera or operetta. And here he was, the commander of Greece’s national opera company.

			

			‘Comandanti,’ he said to these jackals, all military officers in disguise, ‘we have the finest soloists. We can offer you a selection of arias and Italian folk songs, a medley that will delight your audiences and make them forget their temporary exile from their homeland.’

			‘Karapanou,’ said the chief magnate at the Casa, a balding man whose name was Bonavista, ‘Athens is our homeland, and it will be for a very long time.’

			‘But surely you will want to return to Italy at the end of the war,’ Ulysses said with a wan smile.

			‘Maestro,’ said another one of the magnates, ‘we are in Italy right now. Or I should say, we are about to annex your pathetic little country. Soon Greek will be a forgotten language in Greece.’

			Ulysses wanted to slap Bonavista’s face. They were a band of adventurers at the Casa d’Italia, adventurers and pirates. But he did not contradict such fascist gangsters.

			‘Comandanti, what would you like to see on our program for the next season?’

			They did not hesitate.

			‘Tosca.’

			Ulysses began to perspire. ‘But that is impossible. We don’t have the funds for the costumes or the sets. We cannot mount a full production, Comandanti. We do not even have an opera house.’

			‘Tosca,’ Bonavista said, gritting his teeth. ‘We must have our Puccini. Tosca, Maestro. A full production, or I will have you shot.’ Then his mood changed. ‘Ah, I almost forgot. You didn’t come unarmed, Maestro. What does the profesora think?’ And he kissed Madame Elvira’s hand.

			‘Tosca,’ she spat, signaling to Karapanou with a swipe of her head, and marched out of the Casa with him, abandoning the comandanti, who dreamt of swallowing up the National Theatre and all of Athens for themselves.

			

			9.

			One thing was certain, Greece’s most celebrated tenor, Antonis Delendas, would assume the role of the painter, Mario Cavaradossi. And Ulysses would play Scarpia. But how the devil were they to cast Floria Tosca, the Roman diva who’s in love with Cavaradossi? Should they audition every soprano in Greece, right out of the cradle?

			And that’s where Madame Elvira leapt in. ‘There’s no need for an audition, Scarpia. We already have our Tosca.’

			Ulysses was intrigued. ‘But who is this mysterious woman?’

			‘Maria.’

			Ulysses groaned. ‘Madame, she’s a child – seventeen.’

			‘She will be eighteen, Maestro, when she plays the title role of Floria Tosca.’

			‘But the other girls will scratch our eyes out – they hate Maria.’

			‘That’s no reason to shun her.’

			Ulysses had Madame in his grip now. ‘But she has a tremolo, Elvira, a wobble that can’t be fixed.’

			‘Then I will fix it,’ Madame said. ‘She is the only bel canto singer you have. You cannot find another Floria Tosca.’

			Ulysses’ eyebrows wandered, like Scarpia’s. ‘But the Casa is behind us. We can import a soprano from Italy, a slew of sopranos.’

			Madame Elvira stared at him without mercy, and his resistance melted away.

			‘Scarpia, we need one, only one. And we have her. Leave the Casa d’Italia out of our affairs.’

			‘But you sing there all the time, Madame. How many concertos have you had in its halls?’

			Madame pondered for a moment, gathering her thoughts like salvos of ammunition. ‘Scarpia, they may profit from us, and give us the funds we need. But if the Casa picks our cast, then there is no such thing as a Greek National Opera.’

			

			Madame didn’t tell Maria, didn’t utter a word about Tosca. She knew all the variables, all the heartbreak of a role given and then ripped away and given to another. The cultural wars in Athens were a kind of quicksand, as the German generals had forbidden all public performances and displays – no theater, no opera, no clowns at the circus, no circus at all. Winter arrived with a bone-shattering chill. Thirty thousand Athenians died of starvation. But some families plotted among themselves, took the corpses of a father, a mother, an uncle, or an unwelcome aunt, tossed them over the cemetery walls, and kept their ration cards.

			Spring brought torrential rains that sent trolley cars floating along their tracks, while entire streets shifted about in mudslides, and half the air-raid shelters went underwater. Summer brought little relief. Old men keeled over and died of sunstroke without warning. Locks and gates began to melt, and shoemakers and grocers had to hack their way into their own shops. The buses to the beaches were half-empty.

			And in the middle of the heatwave that June, the Germans lifted the ban on live performances. The National Opera, with the help of a bank draft from the gangsters at the Casa d’Italia, could suddenly afford to mount their production of Tosca.

			Maria found a mysterious note in her mailbox at the National Theatre, a palatial building on Agiou Konstaninou Street – she had been selected to play the title role in the upcoming production of Tosca. The note was unsigned. But rehearsals had already been scheduled at the theater’s main auditorium. And Maria was informed that she would be fined three hundred drachmas for every rehearsal missed. 

			Maria ran to Madame Elvira’s flat. She was still clutching the note as she climbed up the stairs.

			‘Maîtresse, I don’t understand. There are so many other sopranos at the National, with much more experience.’

			‘Liar,’ Madame said with a mischievous smile. ‘You have been training for that role ever since you were in your mother’s belly.’

			

			‘Oh,’ Maria said, with all the élan of Madame Elvira’s favorite pupil, ‘long before that.’

			And both of them laughed like little girls.

			‘How did you convince Ulysses?’ Maria asked. ‘He has no fondness for me.’

			‘But he’s not a fool. You’re the only soprano in the company who has enough timbre in her voice to rise above the stone seats of the amphitheater. Yes, I bullied him a bit. But he didn’t need that much convincing. Ulysses will be your Scarpia.’

			And Maria lifted her head, gallantly, royally, like the Roman diva Floria Tosca. ‘Then I will have my pleasure stabbing Scarpia to death.’

			Maria panicked the moment she left Madame Elvira’s flat. How could she play Tosca when she was so nearsighted that she couldn’t see the conductor’s baton and would barrel into every prop on the stage? She had to be as sly and adventurous as Tosca herself. There was no room for an orchestra in the auditorium on Konstaninou Street. The company would have to rehearse with a piano. So there was one less thing for Maria to worry about. She memorized the placement of every bit of furniture in every scene – at the church with Cavaradossi, in Scarpia’s rooms, and on the battlements. And she blocked out with a piece of yellow chalk on the roof of her mother’s apartment the movements she would have to make in every scene – Tosca’s little dance. She’d memorized the libretto and every note of the score, knew every role by heart, so she didn’t require a prompter, whose directions she wouldn’t have been able to see.

			But it was hard to deal with the wickedness of the company’s other soprano soloists. Their derision was absolute. They left a jar of cow shit in her locker at the theater. They hissed at her on the stairs. And after Maria shoved Margarita Nikolaou, the leader of the cabal, Margarita’s husband, a brawny fellow who hauled furniture for a living, grappled with Maria, who arrived at the next rehearsal with a black eye that was as swollen as a small balloon.

			

			The moment she had mastered every pitfall of the stage inside the auditorium, the rehearsals were moved to the open-air theater at Klafthmonos Square with its three thousand seats. How could any human voice reach that far? And there were other traps. The stage was much larger here, with hidden corners. Again, she had to block out every prop in every scene. Again, she climbed up to the roof of her mother’s flat and made her own riddle of chalk marks.

			They all sweltered at Klafthmonos Square. It was the hottest sun in half a century. Maria had to drink a gallon of water and run to the toilets underground. She wasn’t like the other singers, who rehearsed as little as they could. Antonis was adamant. ‘Maestro,’ he said to the conductor, ‘will you have me die of sunstroke? Is that what you want?’

			And he strode out of the amphitheater with his barrel chest after a single run-through. No one, not even Ulysses, dared punish him. He was Antonis Delendas, tenor of tenors, whose presence would double the receipts at every performance, while Maria was utterly unknown. She attended every rehearsal of the orchestra, blocked out her own exits and entrances. She had no other choice. She was the blind soprano, myopic enough that she could barely see a few feet in front of her. She would have stumbled into Cavaradossi, missed stabbing the hateful Scarpia if she hadn’t had a picture-perfect image of every portion of the stage in her head.

			The theater was packed on opening night – that is, afternoon, since Tosca had to start at 5:00 p.m. because of the German curfew. The August sun had settled a bit at that hour, and the German and Italian superior officers who occupied the front rows of the amphitheater all wore their military tunics and caps. Lesser officers occupied the tiers just above them. It seemed that the entire arsenal of both enemy camps had come to see Tosca performed. And whatever Greeks there were in the audience had to be content with the uppermost tiers of Klafthmonos ‘mountain,’ as it was called.

			Ulysses Karapanou would have played Scarpia with a marvelous evil allure, but he caught laryngitis on the eve of the opening and had to be replaced by Titos Xirellis, a member of the old guard, who had little affection for Maria. In fact, he harbored a grudge. As a member of the governing board, he had petitioned to have a more experienced soprano put in Maria’s place. He called Maria Madame Elvira’s ‘chouchou.’ And he didn’t even have a chance to rehearse with the girl. So the half-blind Maria would have to act and sing blindly with this Scarpia, who had little faith in her gifts.

			

			It thrust Maria into the darkest of moods.

			The opera opens in the church where Cavaradossi is painting a portrait of Mary Magdalene. Suddenly, we hear Tosca call, ‘Mario, Mario, Mario!’ from offstage. The audience inside the amphitheater is stunned. It is a harrowing cry they never heard before in previous performances of Tosca, or in any other opera. It is the love cry of a wounded animal, a wild, enchanted series of sobs.

			The diva arrives onstage…

			Maria was barely recognizable in the role. She wasn’t unkempt. All the pimples on her face were covered with powder. She wore a ruby red dress pinched at the waist, pleated skirts hiding her thick ankles. Her hat was also red, and she carried a long staff. Her voice was strange, harsh at moments, almost guttural, then rich and much more varied than Cavaradossi’s familiar baritone. Within a minute or two, she had eclipsed him. She was beautiful onstage, with her big black eyes that seemed to illuminate the amphitheater.

			The audience hadn’t expected a novice in ruby red to capture them to such a degree that they noticed nothing but Maria. Cavaradossi might as well have been an altar boy.

			Scarpia interests us more than Cavaradossi does – at least his evil, rapacious side. He arrests Cavaradossi for hiding an escaped Roman consul. To protect her artist lover, Tosca visits Scarpia, Rome’s police chief, in his palace apartment.

			Scarpia is obsessed with the diva, has been for quite a while. If she gives herself to him on the spot, he will write out a safe-conduct pass for Tosca and Cavaradossi.

			

			She agrees to Scarpia’s wishes. He approaches Tosca, trembling with desire. ‘Tosca, finalmente mia!’ he cries as she grabs a sharp knife off Scarpia’s dinner table and stabs him in the chest. It’s a trick knife, of course, with a retractable blade. But the force of Tosca’s blow unsettles Scarpia, who grimaces as he totters to the floor.

			She recites the most celebrated line of the opera with a maddened fury in her big black eyes. ‘Questo é il bacio di Tosca!’

			Here, she says, here is Tosca’s kiss!

			She lets the dagger drop in one slow move and watches Scarpia struggle on the floor to find his last breath. She’s a tigress now, and the audience is bewitched. This is a Tosca they could never have imagined, a Tosca with such venom inside her that it could fill the entire amphitheater…

			There was utter silence as the curtain fell. The audience had fallen in love with Maria’s wild grace. Bewitched by her wildness as they were, they wanted to protect her.

			Meanwhile, Maria ran to her dressing room, a tiny closet under the stage. She had to remove her bodice; she was soaking wet. Litsa was in the dressing room with Madame Elvira. Maria was wet through and through from the terrifying concentration of her performance. Litsa had to wipe her with a towel. But it was Madame Elvira who mattered now.

			‘Maîtresse,’ Maria whimpered, ‘did I fail you?’

			‘How, child?’

			‘I should have stabbed Scarpia harder. My hatred wasn’t convincing enough.’

			Madame tried as best she could to suppress a laugh. ‘Maria, you nearly broke the man’s chest.’

			‘Still,’ Maria brooded, ‘it wasn’t enough.’

			And the two women prepared Tosca for the third act. But nothing could compare to the intense poetry of Tosca’s own war with Baron Scarpia.

			‘Vissi d’arte, vissi d’amore.’

			That was Tosca’s credo and her battle cry. ‘I lived for art, I lived for love.’

			

			It had also been Madame Elvira’s song throughout her career as a prima donna. And she sensed that it would soon be Maria’s. Floria Tosca was the diva that Maria longed to become. That’s why the role was so tantalizing, as if Floria and Maria had melded into one, and Maria was singing to the future ghost of herself.

			The audience didn’t want to let go of Maria – it was as if she had ravished these foreign invaders in their seats, these officers in their drenched tunics.

			And saddest of all was that Maria couldn’t see their excitement. All she ever saw of the audience was an enormous blur – waves of movement, a sea of inchoate faces. But it was Madame alone who understood the ticket of Maria’s success – her utter isolation. She was trapped in a cage like the three canaries, and she sang from her cage with the force and coloratura of Stephanakos. She was a lone canary, after all.

			10.

			Nothing was ever the same after that first performance in the August heat. Maria had become the prima donna of the National Opera overnight, the diva of Athens, just as Tosca had been the diva of Rome. People ran up to her on the street, kissed her hand, muttered, ‘Tosca, Tosca, Tosca,’ like lunatics. Of course, several of the Greek opera critics had attacked her, those who were undying fans of Delendas and Xirellis. But these critics soon turned to tin, as they were swallowed up by Maria’s growing fans, who reveled in her glory.

			German generals invited her to Zonar’s. She had to sign a hundred autographs between every bite of cake. The generals didn’t force themselves upon her, though they did woo her with the rarest roses they could find. It was Madame who told her how to escape the generals.

			

			‘You must give them a parachute, child, so they won’t flop on their asses when you refuse all their proposals.’

			‘What kind of parachute, Madame?’

			Madame’s eyes were like lightning bolts. ‘You must tell them that you cannot disappoint your fiancé.’

			‘But I do not have a fiancé, Madame. I’ve never even been kissed by a man.’

			Madame was harsh with her now. ‘And why is that? You refuse to dress properly. You are a diva now, the only diva we have in this poor crippled country.’

			‘Maîtresse, I cannot bear to dress like an icon, a golden doll. I have to feel free – like Stephanakos.’

			Madame smiled. ‘Yes, yes, my dear, keep to your cage like that yellow bird of yours. You will never find a man.’

			‘What about Tilio?’

			Madame was cross with her now. ‘Major De Stasio has a wife and two children.’

			Now it was Maria who smiled. ‘I thought we were not allowed to call the major “Major.” It’s supposed to be a big secret. Was he at the amphitheater?’

			‘Of course,’ Madame said.

			Maria’s dark eyes shone with a wickedness she had previously reserved for the stage. ‘And what did he think of my Tosca?’

			Madame retreated a little as she realized that she couldn’t match wits with this girl. ‘He adored it. He keeps insisting that I arrange a meeting with you.’

			‘Well?’ she asked, more Tosca than Maria. 

			‘I don’t run a bordello, my dear.’

			‘He’s not a child,’ Maria said. ‘He could pursue me on his own.’

			‘I asked him not to,’ Madame said. ‘I insisted.’

			Maria was confused. ‘Why not?’

			‘Because he is what the French call a tombeur – a lady-killer. And I do not want to be a party to his schemes. Let him seduce some countess at the Casa, not a soprano who’s still seventeen.’

			

			‘Maîtresse,’ Maria said, ‘Tosca can decide for herself.’

			11.

			Maria had dreamt of the lady-killer’s green eyes and gray mustache even while she was onstage – he was her Cavaradossi, not that tenor Delendas, so taken by his own small talent. She wouldn’t have leapt off a battlement for him. Men had run after her, at least a dozen or so, including the generals who presided at Zonar’s, but she preferred this tombeur, who was more than twice her age. She remembered the softness of his touch, how he had brushed against her lips while they danced at one of the parties Madame liked to give for her Italian benefactors. Yet he had never once pursued her.

			She didn’t depend on Madame. She phoned the Casa d’Italia, asked the receptionist for Signor De Stasio.

			‘Who is calling, please?’

			‘Tosca.’

			He came to the phone. He was smiling, right through the wires. That much she could tell. It was her canary’s intuition.

			‘You’re naughty, you know. I’m a busy man.’

			‘Not naughty enough,’ she said.

			He had one of the Casa’s limousines pick Maria up and deliver her to a seafood restaurant on a side street near the port of Piraeus, a street where only sailors dwelled. Tilio had reserved a table in the rear, away from the windows and the tumult of the port. He arrived a few moments after Maria, with a gorgeously cut jacket draped over one shoulder, and he was wearing trousers with the same fine cut. The material was light blue velvet. He did not attempt to cover his bald patch. He hadn’t come with a hat.

			‘Tosca,’ he said, saluting her before he sat down. ‘Elvira said she would murder me with her own hands if I ever went near you.’

			

			‘And that was enough to discourage you?’ Maria asked in Tosca’s devilish tone. ‘Shame on you, Tilio. She is my teacher. She can command me in the classroom. But she does not control my desires. And I desire you.’
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