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            “As epic in scale as the Greek tales of the land this story is ultimately built upon, Don Schofield’s saga of growing up is a bildungsroman writ large. Across America and then beyond, decades of our common cultural history play out in this one singular life of a displaced soul. Ever introspective, Schofield is set adrift by ill-equipped parents mired in their own generation’s calamities, sent on a quest that becomes our universal own: for a lasting sense of arrival, for depth in the midst of beauty, for a way to be close enough to humanity to partake in it but not so close we get lacerated even more. For, finally, a recognition that we are all eventually fatherless children, at sea in a world older than we are. A lasting lesson, and a form of grace.”

            —Liz Stephens, Director, Mojave Desert Arts

            “Poignant and profound. From the Cyclops Cave looks backward and inward—and isn’t this something we should all do? Read this book as a model for your own contemplation of the forces that shaped your life. Who loved you? Where do you feel at home? What are you still seeking? As the author wrestles with these questions, wonderfully so on an iconic Greek island, readers are allowed entry into multiple worlds: sunny California, sunny Greece, dark memories, shining moments of connection. In the end, you also might find yourself asking, ‘And my own life unfolding against the backdrop of a pitch black universe, what is its pattern?’”

            —Sharman Apr Russell, author of Standing in the Light: My Life as a Pantheist

        

    

        

            For my fathers


        


    
        
            GOAT-LEAPS

            No one’s here.
Hills, stones, paths—all sleep to the breathing
sea. A place, just a place:
no meaning, no wisdom, no secret loves
or unrevealed purpose. You
an absence.

        

    
        
            1.

            Walking the beach, I feel the waves wash over my feet, wet sand press between my toes. In a couple minutes I’ll let the waves draw me into the water, knee-high, chest-high, then give my whole body to their warmth. I’ll swim out toward that rocky islet beyond Náoussa Bay in leisurely sidestrokes, maybe try to reach it, maybe not.

            Later, after writing in my journal, thinking yet again about my past, I’ll sit on the broad, sun-exposed veranda of my Cyclops Cave (as the locals call this house I’ve rented), watch my neighbors come and go across the cove in their small wooden boats, hearing the ting-ting-ting of their little outboard motors, or the slow, rhythmic plash, plash of their oars as they row, facing forward, toward the open sea.

            Or I might spend the afternoon on this beach, reading and watching the locals lay out their towels and straw mats. Though it’s early July, it’s a weekday, so not many bathers will be here. A grandmother with her grandkids maybe. Some boys kicking a soccer ball. A pair of lovers on the low wall near my well, in the shade of a long-needle pine.

            Lying on my back, I’ll gaze across the sand toward the dozen or so houses on the other side of the cove, all bunched against each other along the rocky shore, some in the traditional Cycladic style, white cubes with red shutters, others just brick and cement, half-finished, with spikes sticking up out of their roofs like insect antennae.

            When evening comes, I’ll be on my veranda again, sipping rakí or wine, letting my mind leap thought to thought, like goats leap along the slopes above this bay. After the sun sets, I listen for the bullfrogs in the cistern, there, where the houses end and the underground spring bubbles to the surface, watering a garden of lemons, pears and apricots. Soon the frogs start their all-night croaking, joined now and then by the high-pitched bray of a donkey tied to the garden gate, Francesco’s donkey, which neither he nor anyone else in Náoussa bothers to name.

            I feel invisible here, leaping thought to thought, memory to memory. Just the way I like it.

        

    
        
            2.

            In my strongest early memory I’m at a hotel bar in Fresno with my father, several months after he left my mother, brother and sister in Reno but kept me—insisted on keeping me—even though he drives Greyhound busses up and down California, across Nevada. I’m four years old.

            A redheaded woman with two Irish setters is sitting next to him. He’s leaning toward her, his back against the bar. She’s about forty, the same age as my dad. They’re talking low, sometimes whispering, laughing from time to time, sipping drinks, lighting cigarette after cigarette. Two overhead fans turning slowly.

            I’m on the stool next to my father, turning in slow circles too. The redhead, sitting on his other side, is wearing lots of makeup, red lipstick, smelly perfume. Her setters are well-groomed. They have the same shade of red (almost) as her long, wavy hair. Their leashes clatter on the tiled floor as they get up, lie down, get up again, first one, then the other. Tongues hanging out. Panting quietly.

            The bar is dark, though it’s late afternoon, black shades pulled tight over the windows, pins of light shining through. “Almost like stars,” I say, but no one hears me. No music from the jukebox. Just the sound of voices, Dad’s and that woman’s, her dogs’ panting, the squeak of my stool, the drone of the two heavy fans.

            I hear him say my name now and then, or he’s talking about himself. My name is his name. But, no, he’s talking about me.

            “Gordon’s a good boy. Never makes trouble.”

            I’m not sure why he’s saying that, but it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I’m hot and uncomfortable in this place, in spite of the tall Coke the bartender has just put in front of me, my second.

            I try turning a little faster on the barstool. Maybe I’ll get dizzy; then I can complain to Dad and he’ll let me go up to our room.

            He’s still in his grey uniform, his hat on the bar, shirt unbuttoned. I’m close enough to see, if I squint, the sweat stains along the neck of his undershirt. He and that redhead have been drinking for a while. She has his full attention, though he turns toward me now and then, gives me that fake smile of his, bigger now that he’s been drinking, runs his fingers along the part in the middle of his short brown hair, and asks if I like the lady’s dogs: “Aren’t they beauties? Why don’t you go pet them?”

            Sure, I like the dogs, but right now I just want to go back up to our room. I’d like to ask, Can we please leave? but I know I’m not supposed to interrupt.

            Dad knows I don’t mind being in our hotel room, by myself or together with him, wherever we might be. He sent me to stay with his sister Greta in Van Nuys for a few days, hoping she might let me stay with her for good, but she didn’t really want me. And I can’t go back to Mom; he won’t let me. So these days I’m always with him, riding behind the driver’s seat when he’s on a run, or stretched out on the long seat in the back when there aren’t many passengers.

            I mostly like the layovers. That’s what drivers call them, “layovers,” as if all they do when they stay over somewhere is lay around, even if they’re in one place two or three days at a time. Dad and I do sleep late most mornings, that’s true, eat a slow breakfast at our hotel, or at the depot, surrounded by other drivers, or by ourselves at some nearby diner. We stop at a drugstore along the way so he can get a newspaper and the Daily Racing Form, if they have it, and sometimes a Batman or Superman for me (though I can’t read), a story book now and then if I beg him. He rarely reads them to me. He doesn’t really like to read, nothing more than the papers and his betting sheets. After we eat, if he has errands to do, he usually takes me with him, whether it’s to the laundromat, the bank or post office. We take our time.

            Before it gets too hot, though, we’re back at our hotel. In the evening he’ll shower and shave—how I love to watch him lather his round, chubby cheeks and thick neck, steam coming up from the sink, mirror fogged. He splashes on aftershave when he’s done, dabs a little on my chin too, then gives me a wink. When he’s finished, it’s my turn to shower.

            He calls me skinny and a towhead (whatever that means) when he wants to tease me. He doesn’t mention my small nose or my dimpled chin. But when I press my face close to the mirror, there they are—that little nose, that dent at the bottom of my face.

            For dinner we go to whatever diner or coffee shop is nearby. He mostly orders steak and potatoes of some kind, usually mashed. Never talks much while we eat, never leaves anything on his plate, insists that I clean mine too. And he always has coffee, cup after cup, whatever the meal, puts down his fork now and then to have a cigarette, takes a few puffs then lets it burn down in the ashtray as he continues eating.

            Some nights, if he’s in a good mood, we’ll go to a movie. I can’t see the picture very well—can’t see much of anything really, except from up close—so we always sit near the front. He likes Westerns and war movies. I like cartoons and the fast-paced newsreels. Always soldiers marching somewhere, planes crashing, big floods or earthquakes. And I like sitting there in the dark next to him, just me and him, the smell of popcorn, the feel of my shoes sticking to the floor.

            Other nights we just watch TV in our room. He’s on his side of the bed, in shorts and undershirt, sitting up against the headboard, sipping a can of beer, and I’m on my side, head propped on my elbows at the foot of the bed. Just as often, I’m sitting on the floor looking up at the screen.

            Sometimes, when I’m bored, I think about Mom. Do I miss her? I don’t know, I barely remember her. We’ve been away from her for a long time, since just after my birthday last October. I’ve talked to her once or twice on the phone, that’s it.

            The last time all she said was, “You gotta start school soon, Gordon. Kindergarten.” Didn’t say she misses me.

            “She was in a hurry,” Dad said.

            I miss my brother more. Janet, my half-sister, not so much. We fight a lot, Larry and me. He never shares his toys. Or maybe it’s me who won’t share, I don’t know. I know that he likes to hit me with that brace he has on his leg. Tries to hit Dad with it too when he yells at Mom or throws something at her. Dad just ignores him, gives him a shove and sends him to his room. Sometimes he swats him for no reason at all. Doesn’t like hearing the clatter of that brace. But he’s never hit me, not once, not even when I’m bad. Won’t let Mom touch me either.

            Will it still be like that when we go back?

            I sleep better in these hotel rooms beside him than I do at home, sharing a bed with my brother. Larry always kicks me in his sleep. And if he doesn’t wake me, Mom and Dad do the nights they fight. And they’re always fighting, sometimes even before we go to bed, first yelling threats, then slamming doors, then one of them throws a beer can or an ashtray, and my brother and I cower on the couch or go hide in the bedroom. Janet, who’s older and has a different father, never seems to be there.

            Yelling at Mom, Dad always accuses her of having guys on the sly, running around with truckers and ex-boyfriends while he’s out on his runs. Says my brother isn’t his. Larry was born with some disease and has to wear that metal thing. Dad’s ashamed of him, can’t bear to see him trying to walk with that “clanky appendage,” as he calls it. “Someone else fathered that defect!” That’s what he used to say, according to Mom, before I was born. So when I came along two years later I was all his, even though I too was defective (a preemie, she says, kept in an oxygen tent for three months). Even named me after him.

            He loved to put me on his shoulders and walk through the neighborhood. I was his. End of story. Which meant, when they finally split up....

            I don’t remember what really happened that last night. Did she gather up my brother and sister and take off? Did she kick him out? Did he just up and leave, with me on his shoulders? I don’t know. Mom says one thing, he says another. But one thing’s for sure: He took me and left the ones “not his” with her.

        

    
        
            3.

            Crossing the beach this morning, I scan the hills surrounding this cove, the rocky terraces that grow only barley, thorny scrub and a few scattered fig trees, except in that crease between the slopes, that ravine where a spring, sometimes above the ground, sometimes below, seeps toward the garden on the other side of the cove, then into the sea. Shading my eyes, I follow the drystone walls angling above that ravine, up past wild fennel and oleanders, past a tethered mule and a few grazing goats, past stands of spindly cypresses, all the way up to the blue expanse of sky.

            I take the path toward that sky, on my way to Driopída, the nearest village, to get food for the next few days. Going from shop to shop, I fill my backpack with tomatoes, cucumbers, capers and olives for salad; canned tuna and sardines for dinner; peaches and honeydew melons for breakfast or after a swim; and fresh bread, a loaf for me, one or two for my neighbor.

            Descending the slope, my backpack laden with three or four days’ supplies, I stop to see if the wild figs are ripe yet, then take a detour along a goat trail to the top of a nearby hill just to walk along the stone walls and stop at an old threshing floor, long unused.

            I let the goats grazing nearby stare at me while I sit on a toppled granite slab, imagine the heavy, muffled clopping of mule hooves going round and round that abandoned stone floor, threshing barley like I endlessly tread memories in my head.

            Turning the days of my childhood over in my mind, all those months and years in California, home to home, moment to moment, face to face—I try to piece together those fragments into whole scenes, filling in the gaps as best I can. The effort, though, is always futile, probably because I don’t know what whole is. Can’t say I’ve ever really felt it.

            But I’m not just trying to make sense of my past. I need to see as well—clearly, fully—if, despite that past, I have a future that’s salvageable. If someone with a history like mine can ever really love and be loved, or if, like that mule going round this threshing floor, I’m doomed to repeat, over and over, the same destructive patterns as those who supposedly raised me, and those before them.

            I got close to wholeness, once, with Patty, my first lover after I came to Greece. The two of us almost one, at least in the beginning. But, for reasons I’m still trying to figure out, distance set in. Ten years together with my Italian-Greek companion, three good ones, then seven with things steadily disintegrating. Now, alone on this island, all I’ve got left from my time with her is more barbed fragments to puzzle over.

            ______________

            In my Cave as night settles over the island, I lift a gas lamp from its nook in the cliff wall of my kitchen and light it, take it out to the window sill on my veranda, enough light to read by if I want, but not so much that I can’t see the canopy of stars hanging just above my head. I gaze up at the Big and Little Dippers and the blinking lights of Jumbo Jets on their way from Athens to Cairo, Cyprus to London, glad to be on Kýthnos again, in this cove I escape to, this cave I need.

            And here comes my neighbor Stávros. He lives with his wife and son in the only other house on this side of the bay. If I’m on my veranda when he passes, on his way to the nearby chapel or to his boat pulled up onto the beach just below my house, he’ll stop by, day or night, whether I invite him or not. He knows I’m alone here, like the other times I’ve stayed, so does his duty as a good neighbor and joins me, even though he hates the way I make Greek coffee. He tolerates my coffee and I tolerate the questions he keeps repeating: what are you doing here in Greece? (“I live here, Stávros”); what work do you do? (“I teach at an American university in Athens”); how much money do you make? (“Not much”); how much are you paying to rent the Cyclops Cave? (“Ask Giórgis, my landlord”); do you earn dollars? (“More than I can possibly count”); how come you’re not married? (No answer); why are you here all alone? (Still no answer).

            Finally I say: “But you have to understand, Stávros, I like being alone.” That’s my standard response. “I’m here by choice.”

            “No man likes being alone. You’re a malákas (masturbator) if you like being alone,” he smiles, only half-joking, the sharp features of his tanned face softening, the wrinkles around his big eyes deepening.

            I try to explain that I come here for solitude, but there’s no word for solitude in his language, not like we mean it in English. All I end up saying is, “I come here for loneliness” (which also may be true), and continue: “Look, Stávros-mou, I have my writing, my books, the sea, the rugged landscape here that I love. All the wild figs I can eat. What more do I need?”

            “Are you crazy?” he says. “You sound more like a goat than a man! But you’re young, paidí-mou (my child), why do you talk like that?”

            “Stávros, I’m over forty,” pointing to the ample gray around my temples and in my beard. “Not so young anymore.”

            “Boúrdes (Bullshit)!” he retorts. “You’re smart, good-looking, well, sort of,” and winks, “and probably rich like most Americans.”

            We both laugh at that absurdity.

            “You need a wife, my friend, and kids. Who’ll take care of you when you really do get old?”

            At that he throws his head back, drinks down the last of his coffee, all but the grinds. “Ánde geiá (bye),” he calls out, waving from halfway down the steps. “Next time I’ll bring some rakí!” he promises, knowing how much I like his homemade liquor, then turns and takes the path toward the chapel at the end of the cape.

            Of course I tell him only half the truth, the half I keep telling myself, that I need, I really hunger for solitude. Though that’s definitely true, if I were completely honest I’d confess to Stávros (though all of Driopída surely knows) how I hike up to the village some evenings, not for supplies, but to get drunk at a taverna, then stumble off to the town’s one bar to imbibe some more, sometimes drinking until well beyond the point I’ve blacked out. And somehow, with absolutely no memory of it, I stumble back down the mountain to my Cave at first light, more like the Cyclops than the man I say I am.

        

    
        
            4.

            There are nights Dad goes out by himself, and sometimes during the day, never saying where he’s going or who with. He always tells the front desk that I’m up in the room, to please keep an eye on me. They let me play with my cars in the lobby sometimes, but mostly I stay in our room, build stuff with my Tinker Toys and Lincoln Logs, and watch TV.

            Like today, a Sunday.

            He left me in the room right after breakfast. Bored with my toys, all I can find on TV is some evangelist named Oral Roberts. I don’t know anything about him, but I like his voice, strong, like Dad’s when he talks to passengers boarding his bus. He’s standing in front of a big microphone, Bible open in his left hand, following the lines he’s reading with the fingers of his other hand. He can read better than my father. He extends his hand out to the audience, a whole auditorium full of people, hundreds, cheering and clapping, and says softly, “There is no distance in prayer.”

            When he says that, it feels like he’s right here in the room with me. And when he continues, more intensely, “I didn’t know that I could stand up and I could say that healing is for everybody,” I’m right there with that cheering crowd, wanting to hear more.

            “But I learned that Jesus doesn’t do things just for one person. What he does, he does for all mankind.”

            Then, “God will heal you. Will bless you. God will save you, no matter where you are. He makes me feel as tall as a mountain.” I’m a mountain too.

            Now, as he tells the whole gathering, “Raise your hands up high. Raise them! High!” I’m sitting on the bed, pushing my hands up so high I’m sure I’ll touch the water stains on the ceiling.

            When he tells us all to stand, I’m in the middle of the bed, my hand gripping the headboard, legs wobbling like I’m walking on water.

            That’s when the healing starts. He calls for all of those in attendance to come up to him, and, through prayer and the love of Jesus, he will heal them. “Even you, in the television audience, you in your room (and of course he means me)—Jesus can heal you if you listen to my words and let Jesus into your heart.”

            “Heal!” he calls out, leaning down to the first one in line, a young woman standing shoulder-height to the stage, barely able to move her head. “Heal!” he commands again, “Life is coming into you!” as he stoops to touch her head, her cheeks, then her whole face.

            And here I am, four years old, kneeling on the bed, palms pressed tight over my closed eyelids, praying out loud to Oral, and of course to Jesus—“Please, Lord, Oral. Heal my eyes. Make me see like everyone else.”

            But there’s no miracle for me today. No signs and wonders. When my father returns, I’m already in bed. His weight on the mattress wakes me, then the smell of whiskey and cigarettes. I want to move in close to him, feel the warmth of his body, but he always makes it clear: I’m to stay on my own side of the bed. His loud snores keep me awake, till Oral calls out to me again, puts his hands on my head, and sleep falls over me.

        

    
        
            5.

            Not long after that Sunday with Oral Roberts, there, in that bar, with that redhead and her two dogs, me turning around on a barstool—that was the last time I was truly with my father. If I’d known then that my four-year-old’s world was about to fall apart, that I wouldn’t see him again for several years, I would’ve run back up to our room, no matter what he said. I would’ve thrown myself on the bed, knelt there and prayed even harder to Oral and Jesus for a miracle.

            But that day, in that bar, there was no miracle either. There was a sign though, a secret one between my dad and that redhead. I know because, in memory, I can see that woman stand up suddenly and totter toward me, bringing her two dogs with her. At the same time my father, on the barstool next to me, that fake smile still on his face, leans close and says, slurring his words slightly, “Go ahead, Gordon, pet them! They won’t bite.”

            I reach out, though I really don’t want to, and pat the head of the one sniffing my knee. Then, leaning in more closely, his smile stiffening, my father continues: “Wouldn’t you like to live with this lady and her two dogs? You could play with them, every day.”

            I’m stunned. What’s he saying? We left Mom my last birthday, and already he’s gonna marry a new wife? Am I gonna have a new mother? Live here in Fresno? With her?!

            Before I can puzzle things out any more, he pulls me onto his lap and keeps going: “You’ll like it with her, Gordon. You’ll see. She’s got a big house, and a big yard. And I’ll come visit you often. I promise!” that big, tense smile beaming like the sun at high noon.

            “Why?” is all I manage to blurt out, as I look at him, then her, then him again. “Where are you going?”

            I grab his neck with both arms, making it clear I don’t intend to let go. Never!

            With one hand he pushes me away, with the other strokes my head, the back of my neck, trying to calm me. I can see deep into his hard, green eyes. No tears. Not sad, just determined. Like Oral Roberts’ eyes as he healed the sick and lame.

            And I start crying. “No,” I bawl out, startling Dad, the dogs, that woman, the bartender. “I won’t go! You’re my dad!” my whole body trembling as I push my face deeper into his neck, hungrily inhaling the smell of whiskey and his sweat, my cheek pressed hard against his stubbly chin.

            “No!” I shout again, “You chose me!”

        

    

        

            GOOD WATER


            

                

                    ...the flow of wonder never stops,


                    as if, as if as if


                    it’s childhood I’m living in.


                


            


        


    
        
            6.

            So many departures in my life, so many arrivals. Even here on Kýthnos I’ve arrived several times, the first being Easter of last year, when I came to find a place to rent the following summer. I had no idea where, or even if, I’d find something. I only knew I needed a quiet place to write, something simple and far away from tourists, some remote corner of the island, preferably on the sea. A place to be alone and mull things over. Where I might come to understand the choices I’ve been making my entire life—why I keep seeking isolation over connection (how it helps, how it doesn’t), why I sabotage every relationship that has mattered to me, and why at 44 I’m still that four-year-old boy abandoned in a bar, desperately wanting to make sense of a world that has never made sense.

            I picked this island as well because I’ve always liked the harsh, elemental landscape of the Cyclades, and because it’s not far from Syros, the first island I spent time on when I came to Greece as a tourist in ’76, almost twenty years ago.

            Once off the ferryboat that first visit, I drove to Hóra, the island’s main town, and tried to find a room for my ten-day stay. It turned out that there were no lodgings for visitors in the village (the first time I’d ever encountered that), so I had to get a hotel in Loutrá, a small, tourist town a couple kilometers farther north, famous for its therapeutic baths.

            The next morning I started my search, tootling around in my little red Lada as I have done on so many other islands, stopping at stores and tavernas, tourist shops and kiosks, even asking people walking along the side of the road if they knew of a place that might be available in July and August. To anyone who’d listen, I’d describe what I was looking for, giving them time to get over both surprises—that a foreigner, especially an American, spoke their language fairly well, and that a tourist, as they inevitably saw me, would want to stay by himself, far away from other tourists. Some would lift their head upward while raising their eyebrows, the Greek way of nodding no, and say something like, “Nope, nothing like that around here.” Some would throw up their hands in dismay, “Why would you want to be so far away from other people?” And some, slightly irritated, would turn to whoever else might be near, “Can you help this guy out? I have no idea what he’s looking for?” Such exchanges always reaffirmed my foreignness, to the person I was talking to, and, even after so many years, to me as well.

            Each afternoon around siesta time I’d return to my hotel, report that day’s vain effort to Dimítris, the owner, who, from the day I arrived, was curious about me (having lived in Chicago for several years, as I recall him saying) and to his mother, a widow always dressed in black, who was even more curious. I’d tell them where I’d asked, who sent me to whom, and they’d interrupt me now and then to question each other, “Was that so and so’s daughter, so and so’s cousin, so and so’s neighbor?” They’d sympathize with my frustration, and sometimes offer me new suggestions, none of which ever panned out.

            On the Monday after Easter, with only three days left, I decided to search the southern part of the island, around Driopída, the island’s second largest village. On my first stop there, at a little general store next to the bus stop and the big “NO PARKING” circle (cars weren’t allowed inside the village itself), where the road stops and busses turn around, I asked my usual question. Instead of dismay or scorn, the shop owner, without raising his eyes from the register, simply said, “Mállon (Maybe),” then wrote a name and number on a scrap of paper and handed it to me, saying, still without looking up, “Call Giórgis. He might have something,” then turned to wait on the next customer.

            If I hadn’t seen his kind of behavior so many times before, I would’ve been irritated by the owner’s seeming rudeness. Instead, I simply went to a nearby kiosk and called the number. I got Giórgis’ wife, who told me to come to the church, a short ways into the village. She’d meet me there.

            A short, thin woman in her early forties, with a certain grace in the constant motion of her arms and hands, Mariétta stood at the big wooden doors of Driopída’s main church, extending her hand as I approached. After we exchanged greetings, she led me to their house, there on the town’s main cobbled lane (the only door with a doormat in front), lined with shops on either side, busy with passing shoppers, most greeting her and eyeing me curiously. As we entered, Mariétta explained that their house was once an ouzerí that used to serve a nice variety of ouzos and appetizers. That explained the long, narrow space I saw before me, crowded with stuffed chairs, a long couch, a glass-covered dining room table, a wooden counter at the back with a large TV (doily on top), framed pictures on walls and shelves, and two large white chandeliers dangling from the ceiling.

            Sitting me down at that glass-covered table, Mariétta brought me the usual hospitality for a visitor, Greek coffee, served as always with a glass of water and a sweet, this time a cherry glykó tou koutalioú (spoon-sweet), and started asking me the usual litany of questions: where am I from, how long have I been in Greece, why did I come, am I married (she gave me a questioning look when I said no, but didn’t pursue the matter, assuming, probably, that she’d have other chances to take up this important topic), what is my work, how much do I make (she sounded disappointed at the small amount I stated), do I get paid in dollars (again disappointed), where do I live in Athens (she was pleased to hear “Kifissiá,” a northern suburb, supposedly for the wealthy), how much rent do I pay (an amount that seemed to please her), etc.

            Interspersed among these questions were her answers to those I managed to slip in. They’re both from Driopída. They have one son, just now finishing high school. Her husband works for OTE, the state-owned phone company, but he’s also the one who brings those big propane cylinders to people’s houses, and, at a “shop” a few doors down, the one who cuts the local men’s hair. Yes, like many on the island, they keep a few goats and sheep. No, they haven’t lived in this house for long. They’re in the middle of building a new one, not far from here, now just a brick and cement shell, except for the ground floor, which is almost finished. As she was telling me how she keeps a few chickens and ducks on the top floor, Giórgis arrived with a friend.

            We shook hands and Mariétta served each of us a glass of rakí and put a plate of feta cheese and olives in the middle of the table. Giórgis, about the same age as his wife, was well-tanned, with dark, unruly hair. Like her, he was thin and wiry, but unlike her his hands and arms seemed to move only when absolutely necessary. I don’t recall the friend’s name, only that, midway through the conversation, he leaned and whispered something to Giórgis, who replied, “American.”

            To which the friend responded, not so quietly this time, “Okay, he’s American, but why does he have to have those whiskers?”

            “Sout!” Giórgis hushed him, a finger to his lips.

            Knowing it was getting close to siesta time, I quickly explained what I was looking for. To my surprise, no one—neither Giórgis, nor Mariétta, nor their friend—started asking me why I would want such a place. Giórgis simply said, “I think I have just what you want. Meet me tomorrow morning at the church and I’ll take you there.”

            When I got back to my hotel a half-hour later, I excitedly told Dimítris and his mother that I might’ve found a place.

            “Pou (Where)?” they both asked at once.

            “Somewhere on the coast, below Driopída,” I said with a big grin, happy to be sharing my good news.

            “Oh,” his mother responded, her expression quickly shifting to a scowl. “Why would you want to live with those people?”

            And so I learned of the animus northern Kýthnioi have toward southern Kýthnioi, and vice versa, what turned out to be valuable information in getting along with the locals: even here on this small, remote island, there are outsiders.

            The next morning Giórgis seemed in a hurry, which is probably why he met me at the bus stop just as I was parking my car.

            As we left the asphalt for a well-worn dirt road with lots of ruts, I tried to question him about the house, but he kept saying. “Just wait. See it first and then we’ll talk.”

            Once we left the car at road’s end and, at Giórgis’ quick pace, descended the stone steps down to Zogáki, I started wondering which of the dozen or so houses on that cove would be his. But, to my surprise, with Giórgis walking several steps ahead and not saying a word, we went past all of them, then ascended a rocky promontory and made our way down to Kourí. Again I tried to guess which house was his, hoping it wasn’t among that dense cluster of dwellings at the far end. But we passed them all and followed the path up onto the headland, where a brisk, southern wind kept pushing at our backs and buffeting the choppy sea to our right. We’d been walking twenty minutes, and still no Giórgis house.

            Descending toward yet another cove, he opened a sturdy wooden gate, shutting it behind me after I passed, then led me down some stone steps toward a clutch of houses, a dozen or so, just above the rocks to our left. To our right, waves were lapping close to our feet and, farther on, several small boats were tied to the rocks. As we passed a short, wooden dock with more boats bobbing on the abrupt waves, I was saying to myself, However quaint these houses and boats are, please don’t let his place be here. Much too crowded.

            Luckily, he didn’t stop. Following the curve of the bay, we climbed over another jutting rock and down to a long, sandy beach. There were only two more houses on the cove. With Giórgis now a couple yards ahead, my heart pounding from the heat and from the distance we’d trekked so far, and even more from anticipation, I was asking myself, Is this it? as I looked at the house to our left, up just beyond the beach, behind two thick sea pines.

            Giórgis kept going, though, heading toward the rocks at the end of the beach. No, not another cove! I bristled, thinking that neither of these two places was his, that we would have to hike over yet another windy headland.

            But then he stopped, just below some steps up to a path that led to a little white chapel at the far edge of the cape. Turning toward me, smiling and raising his arm, he pointed up toward what was the very last house on the bay, a small, whitewashed hut in the Cycladic style, perched on the rocks just above us. Gesturing proudly, he declared, “This is it! This is the house for you. The Cyclops Cave!”

            An apt name, it turned out, since not only did this Neolithic-looking hut and its wide veranda lean slightly toward the sea, not only did goat pens behind the house stretch out on either side, but also, as I saw when Giórgis took me inside, its low cement ceiling was insulated by whitewashed strips of bamboo and supported by eight rough-wood beams (actually old telephone poles, I learned later) painted dark blue, the ends of which jutted out unevenly from the front of the house in typical Cycladic style. And, most telling of all, the hut itself was built right into the rock. The wall of the kitchen and along the hall was the cliff itself jutting into the space of the Cyclops Cave, all whitewashed of course. Perfect!.

            And it wasn’t only Giórgis’s rental that felt like a place the Cyclops could live in. This whole island could have been Homer’s Land of the Cyclops, with its rocky coast, its arid terrain that sustains little more than goats and sheep, along with a few small gardens and scattered fields of barley cultivated as fodder by the locals, all of whom are either shepherds or the descendants of shepherds. Even my landlord, who works for the phone company, has the local franchise for propane gas and cuts all the local men’s hair, raises sheep and goats.

            Standing just inside the threshold, Giórgis turned to me and quipped, a glimmer in his eyes, “You can pretend you’re camping,”

            When I looked at him quizzically, he continued, “There’s no electricity and no running water, but you’ve got gas lamps and gas burners for a stove. And I’ll leave you plenty of propane.”

            Eyeing the battered pots and two well-used cast-iron skillets across from me, each hanging from a hook drilled into the rockface, a propane camp-stove on one side of the marble kitchen sink, a plastic dish-drainer and long board for cutting up all the veggies and fruit I’d be eating that coming summer on the other, faded red-checkered curtains draped over the shelves below the sink—I couldn’t have been more thrilled.

            “And a fridge?” I asked, already knowing his answer.

            He just raised his hands, shrugged his shoulders and pronounced the ubiquitous Greek response to any thorny difficulty, “Ti na kánoume (What can we do)?”

            Then, after a pause, he added, “Whatever you want to keep cool, just hang it in the net I keep in the well,” and quickly continued, as if to preempt my next question, “Actually, you have two wells. Good water and bad water,” his eyes glinting even brighter once he saw my dismay.

            “Good water, bad water?” I asked, completely baffled.

            “I’ll explain in a minute,” he said as he turned to show me the main space of the two-room house. Besides the kitchen with its rock-wall set back a ways, there was, to our left, an open space, not quite a living room, lit from two sides by traditional, deep-silled, timber-framed windows, a divan in one corner and a round cafeneío table with two chairs in the other.

            Off the small hall to our right, he showed me a surprisingly big bedroom, again with two deep-silled windows. The room had a small bed, no dresser, just three shelves built into the hall wall, and three large hooks to hang things on.

            “Where’s the bathroom?” I asked, and he led me out a side door, to another door, small and rickety, on that side of the house, the same red as the shutters and front door.

            “Like I said, there’s no running water. You can flush with water from the bad well.”

            “Bad well? Good water? What does all that mean?”

            “It means you’re lucky...” that playful glint returning to his eyes as he led me back to the front of the house, “...because you have two wells for water. The ‘bad’ water you’ll get from over there,” pointing down the steps and across the sand, to a low stone wall fronting a field of stubble, thirty yards or so away. There, beneath a half-toppled pine, its shaggy branches hanging just above the dirt, was a shaded patch of cement bulging up from the ground, topped by a round, metal cover, like a hatch door on a ship. “Bad water,” he continued, “is for washing dishes, showering, flushing the toilet, those kinds of things. Not for drinking. Never for drinking.”

            “The good water,” he continued, “the water you can drink, you’ll get from over there,” pointing toward the other side of the bay, to a wedge of green tucked beyond the rocky promontory, half a kilometer away.

            Walking back across the cove, we sealed the deal for me to rent the Cyclops Cave from mid-July thru August. We shook hands on it, then we both fell silent while returning to Zogáki and my car, Giórgis walking well ahead of me again. Driving back up to the village, I was anticipating how happy I’d be in his house. I knew it was nothing permanent. Just a rental, a place to get away to. And at that time, a few months after my breakup with Patty, I knew I needed, more than ever, a place to escape to.

            Yet, deeper down, I knew I’d always been searching for a place where I belonged, where I could find both solitude and connection. Back then, I scoffed at the idea that this primitive hut ready to fall into the sea could be it. But I’ve never forgotten that first arrival, bewildered and out of breath after crossing three coves and several promontories. And suddenly there was Giórgis grandly gesturing toward the rocks above us, announcing with complete certainty, “This is it! This is the house for you. The Cyclops Cave!”

        

    
        
            7.

            I don’t remember any of my time with that redhead my father gave me to. Nor do I remember my equally surprising move, only a few weeks later, to the house of Nan and Papa. All I have, for the most part, is what I’ve been told by others, mainly Nan. The rest I’ve had to fill in with whatever I can conjure up in imagination. I remember, for example, leaving that bar in Fresno with that woman and her two Irish setters, my father still in the bar. But I don’t remember how he talked me into going with her.

            Hard to imagine—I say to myself as I pick up my pen and start writing in my notebook, wind riffling its pages, waves crashing into the rocks below my veranda—what he could have possibly said to get me to accept his abandonment, his pushing me away. But I did. I left with a complete stranger, not knowing, really, if I’d ever see my dad again. What I do recall is the feel of that redhead’s hand gripping mine (or is that a fantasy too?) as we stepped outside into the harsh glare of a summer afternoon in downtown Fresno, sun glinting off parked cars, heat radiating from them as we walked past, her panting dogs at my heels.

            Was I crying still, overwhelmed by fear and anger (already setting in), stone silent, determined to stay that way as I glared back at my blurry reflection melting off fenders and car doors? I don’t know. All I can say for sure is that I left, and that the gulf that opened that day between father and son only got wider over the years. Did that woman keep tugging at me until we reached her car, or did I walk under my own volition, like a condemned man accepting his fate? But how could I? What could a four-year-old possibly know of fate or condemnation? Most likely I was just being obedient, doing what I was told because I didn’t know what else to do, a good son to a bad father.

            I don’t remember ever living with that woman and her dogs, nor what kind of house she had, what kind of yard, what part of the city she lived in; what her husband looked like, where he worked or how he treated me; what food she served at meals or where I slept, alone or in a bedroom with her other children. Did she even have other children? I can’t say. I have no idea how long she kept me or when, exactly, she left me at that house on Van Ness; I don’t even remember her name. I couldn’t see very clearly anyway, except from up close, and I was already learning not to trust “up close.”

            All I have is the story of the woman she gave me to, Nan, the hairdresser who would become more of a mother to me than anyone else I ever lived with, before or after, just as her husband, Papa, became more of a father. For a long time, my new foster mother would tell me that story each night, a tale of abandonment, of one person shunting a small, timid boy off to another, the boy knowing neither the one who was passing him on, nor the other into whose hands he was going.

            
                Once upon a time there was a beautiful house on Van Ness Boulevard. Glen and Eleanor, who you know as Nan and Papa, lived there. It was a well-kept house, with two front doors and a freshly painted green porch. It had a wide front lawn that sloped down to the sidewalk, and in the middle of that lawn, just to the right of the walkway leading up to the porch, there was a small, pink, cast-iron stove, with daffodils and posies blooming from the top of that prized antique, and beside it a tall, varnished post with a mahogany shingle hanging from it. Engraved on that shingle were the words, “Eleanor’s Beauty Shop.”

                One of the occasional customers of that beauty shop was a middle-aged, redheaded woman, who always came to her appointments with her two Irish setters. She’d leave them on the porch, where they would lie down and wait obediently as she entered the door on the right to get her hair done.

                Inside the salon, there was an enormous black chair, big as a throne, facing a large wall mirror with tall side-panels, kind of like wings, you might say, opened up toward Eleanor, giving her three different views of whoever was sitting there getting her hair done. Sometimes that throne would be tilted back, a customer’s head stretched out over a wide porcelain sink, face-up, eyes gazing at the ceiling, the back of her neck neatly fitting the curved lip of the sink. Eleanor always wore a white uniform and a long apron, sometimes grey, more often red or blue. She’d stand over the woman, scrubbing her wet hair, squeezing and rubbing it; then she would lift a great, steaming nozzle from the sink and slowly rinse the woman’s frothy hair.

                When it was her turn, the redhead would put her magazine down and come sit on that throne, which Eleanor would swivel around to give her a shampoo, then swivel back to cut her hair and fix it the way the woman wanted that day. Usually the redhead didn’t talk much, but on one particular morning Eleanor could see lines of worry in her face, much more than usual, so started gently asking her questions. Slowly, the woman started talking, telling her hairdresser about a little boy she had taken in, the son of a bus driver who couldn’t take care of him.

                “He’s a lovely boy,” the woman said, “well behaved and quiet. But my husband refuses to accept him. Wants him out of the house immediately. I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know where his father is.”

                While the redheaded woman was under the dryer, Eleanor fell deep into thought, so much so that she couldn’t really follow what the next customer was saying, something about new drapes her daughter bought, new furniture, how ugly they all were. While the woman talked on, Eleanor came up with an idea.

                When the redheaded woman returned to the throne for her comb-out and final touches, Eleanor made a suggestion: “My husband Glen and I don’t have any children. So, maybe, we can take this boy. What did you say his name is? Gordon? Okay, maybe we can take Gordon. I’ll have to talk to Glen. See what he thinks. But I know he wants a child as much as I do. So, what do you say?”

                Tears came to the redhead’s eyes. She couldn’t believe her ears. All the way home, she was petting and hugging her setters, letting them sit on the front seat next to her as she drove. And you know what happened then, don’t you, Gordon? Papa said yes, and I arranged for the woman to bring you to us a week later.

                You were so shy when she brought you into the shop, dressed like a cowboy, in boots and jeans, plaid shirt and leather vest, bandana around your neck, both hands tucked into your front pockets as you stood there, just inside the door, timidly looking around at the dryers against the wall, the big chair in front of the mirrors, all the customers. It was a busy day, another Saturday. There were lots of ladies under the dryers, others reading magazines, waiting for their turn. Once I told them, loud enough for the women under the dryers to hear as well, that you were my new little boy, they all put their hands to their faces, full of surprise. Then they started chattering away, very curious about you. While I talked to the redhead, they were calling you over to them, taking your hand or kissing you on your cheek, saying how handsome you are, what a brave little cowboy you must be, how they wish they had a son just like you. And when the redheaded lady left, you stayed behind. That’s when you became our little boy.

            

            I don’t remember any of that, which is probably why I made her tell the story over and over, describing to me, as it were, my own little cosmology. She would sit on the edge of my bed, talking in that warm, soft voice of hers, stroking my hair with her long firm fingers and kissing me on my cheek or forehead once she thought I had fallen asleep. I don’t think I’d ever experienced such gentleness. If I had, that would be something else I’ve forgotten.

            There I was, not yet five, not quite a year after my father took me, and I had almost no recollection of my mother. All I could remember (though these memories might have come from a later time) was her yellow waitress uniform and her raspy voice, so different from the mellifluous way Nan, the daughter of Italian immigrants, spoke. Mom’s voice was for calling out orders. Nan’s for telling fairy tales.

        

    
        
            8.

            Though I can’t remember when I arrived at that house on Van Ness Blvd., or what happened in the days that followed, I do recall when I first saw Papa. I’d never seen a man like him before.

            After introducing me to her customers, Nan led me out of her beauty parlor and into the dark hallway that connected her shop to the rest of the house. There, across from me, in a bedroom doorway, stood a tall, burly figure. I couldn’t see clearly, so when he took a step toward me, I moved back, scared. All I could make out of that looming shape’s face was a flattop, a wide forehead and thick, scruffy cheeks.

            Then that hulk leaned toward me.

            I could tell then that he was smiling slightly, and that his dark eyes were trying to size me up, giving me a look that Dad sometimes gave to bus passengers. That look scared me even more.

            Next to him, Nan seemed thin, almost frail, though really she was just as tall as him and, as I would soon learn, strong in her own way. She had a nice face, soft skin and friendly eyes. But, there in that dimly lit hallway, it was Papa’s presence I felt.

            He didn’t say a word. Nor did I. We just stared at each other.

            Then he stepped even closer and put his hand out as his smile got wider. Nan introduced him as Glen, and again told me her name is Eleanor (I didn’t start calling them Nan and Papa until sometime later). That big hand hovering close to my face had thick knuckles splotched with dried putty and paint. It smelled like turpentine.

            I pulled back at first, my body stiffening even more. I wanted to find some place to hide. If I’d known then what I learned later, that he was a Cherokee Indian, I definitely would’ve run away as fast as I could.

            But when he lifted that hand and stroked my head, his thick, rough fingers had a soft touch.

            Then he was gone. “Back to work,” Nan said.

            I recall even more, and with great affection, the house itself—the rooms I played in, the windows I gazed out of, trying to see what the yard looked like even though all of it was blurry. I remember that house far more than any other place I’ve lived, before or since. It was certainly better than the hotel rooms I’d stayed in with my dad (though I missed him a lot), and bigger than the apartment we lived in with Mom.

            I can recall in detail each room of that Fresno house, mainly because I spent so many hours alone in them, especially in the beginning, before I started kindergarten. Most mornings, well before I woke up, Papa would lumber out the backdoor and drive off in his old Cadillac to go paint houses and fix roofs, and later, after calling me down from my room and making us breakfast, Nan would walk through the hallway into her beauty shop, formerly the front bedroom. Though she would come and check on me several times a day, I was in that house most of the time by myself.

            Every day (except Sundays) I spent hours wandering room to room, playing in each space based on my mood and whatever caught my attention. At first, with everything so strange, I was too shy to touch things. This was somebody else’s house, I’d say to myself, I better not break anything. I knew I was there for only a little while. My father would come and get me soon, I was sure.

            As the weeks passed and he didn’t appear, didn’t even call, I started feeling more insecure. But, after a few more weeks, I slowly began accepting that this was where I’d be for a long while, like it or not. The more I let myself finger things on shelves, open drawers and poke my head into closets and cupboards, the more I was ready to accept remaining in that house.

            The dining room was the biggest space. I soon came to love watching the cuckoo clock high on the wall in that room, especially when that tiny wooden bird slid out from its little house on the hour and half-hour. I’d never seen such a clock. I’d sit on the carpet, waiting to hear its precise cú-ckoo, cú-ckoo, wondering what made it tick. The clock and its bird were, alas, too high up for me to see clearly, so I had to settle for curiosity about the pendulum. What would happen if I stopped it or pushed it in the opposite direction? When I stood on my tiptoes, I could almost touch it. And what about the weights, those two solid brass pine cones (or so they looked to me) dangling down at kid-level? I soon learned that one sure way to get into trouble with my new parents was to mess up the cuckoo’s orderly pronouncements by pulling on those weights or fiddling with the pendulum. After several scoldings, I learned to aim my curiosity elsewhere.

            Such as at the dining-room wallpaper. I’d run my hand along its repeated pattern—an English coach with two horses racing headlong into a dark forest, pressed on by the whip of a standing coachman in tall hat, coat and tails—and follow that pattern out of the dining room, all the way around the hallway, back into the dining room, then along the living room wall behind the couch. For a long while I kept asking Papa, sitting heavily in his overstuffed chair, where that coach was going, and why it was in such a hurry to go into that scary forest. I kept asking, that is, until Papa, rubbing his flattop with the palm of his hand like he did when he was getting upset, glared at me with his fierce, dark eyes and threatened to spank me if I asked again.

            The living room was mainly for sitting in Papa’s big chair (when he wasn’t there), watching TV (when he or Nan were), and lying on the couch, supposedly to take a nap after lunch. More often I’d lie there, trying to make out what the women’s voices coming through the wall were saying, Nan’s customers gabbing over the noise of the shop’s hairdryers. When I got bored with that, but still couldn’t sleep or didn’t want to, I’d gaze across the room at the other big clock we had, high up on the fireplace mantle. In the middle of that clock, behind glass, a Dutch boy and girl were riding a teeter-totter. I didn’t fiddle with that clock. I was happy to just watch those kids, about my age, with yellow hair and funny clothes, going up and down, the girl waving on tick, the boy kicking on tock, all day and all night. After a while, it felt like I was watching a couple schoolmates, kids I envied and might become friends with. They were always having fun, it seemed, no matter what else was happening in the living room, enjoying themselves even in the middle of the night when no one else was there.

            The kitchen was mostly for cooking and eating and cleaning up. That was Nan’s space, so I didn’t play there much. But I liked its bright yellow walls, its big refrigerator and shiny white stove. I’d sit in the little hutch, at the wooden table tucked between two built-in benches, and play with my new plastic soldiers in the rays of morning sun angling in through the window. If Nan was there, cooking at the stove or washing things at the kitchen sink, she’d try to talk to me, but I wouldn’t answer, at least not in the beginning. I was pretty shy those first few weeks, so no matter what she said, no matter how tenderly she’d look over at me, I’d sit close to the window and continue lining up and knocking down my army guys.

            The kitchen sink also had a window, which originally faced the backyard, but at some point in that house’s short history a two-floor addition had been built, so now that former backyard window looked out on a narrow utility room that ran the width of the house. One day while fixing us lunch, Nan came up with the idea of pretending she was calling me in from outside, leaning into that window always open and saying, “Gordon... Gordon.... It’s time to come in. I made cookies for lunch, and cupcakes.”
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