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It was Saturday morning, and Leo headed towards the city center to the intersection of Lombardenvest and Korte Gasthuisstraat, hoping to see the girl he met last year in one of the small shops that sold sweets and chocolates. On that day last year, he had not dared to ask the girl for her address. She had traveled from Brussels to visit her aunt and to help in her shop. Leo only knew that she studied at a music high school and visited her aunt in Antwerp almost every summer, as she had loved the city since her childhood. At that time, Leo had also met the owner of the shop, who was carefully packaging chocolates that Leo bought for a family holiday.

It is now a year later, and he had always regretted that he could not write the girl a letter or send a card since the day they met. So, Leo decided to catch up and become her friend, at least this year. Entering the shop, he was met by the kind smile of the shop’s owner. Leo politely greeted her with a nod and began to look for the girl. Although the woman smiled at him sweetly, Leo was not sure if she was smiling because she recognized him or if she just wanted to be polite to the next customer.

“Young man, you are probably looking for Catherine?” she asked.

Leo was happy that the owner of the shop recognized him, even though a year had passed since their previous meeting.

“Yes, Madam Christine, I came to see Catherine,” Leo replied, calling her by name to show that he did not forget her too. He asked, “May I? Has she already arrived?”

“Young man, I do not want to disappoint you, but she is not here now,” Madam Christine replied.

“I do not quite understand, madam; is she not in Antwerp, or did she just not come to the shop today?” Leo asked anxiously.

“She is not in our city now,” the shop owner replied, keeping calm.

“Has she not yet arrived, or will she not come at all this year?” Leo continued to question his companion.

The woman now smiled, looked into the eyes of her curious companion, and asked, “Young man, are you sure that you really want to see Catherine?”

Leo was confused by this unexpected question, but found courage and confidently replied, “Yes, Madam, I would very much like to see Catherine this summer and become friends with her.”

Madam Christine listened to Leo, sustained a slight pause, and said, “Become friends? How are you going to be friends if you live in different cities, since she is in Brussels and you are here in Antwerp?”

Leo thought about this. He obviously was not expecting such a question and was not prepared to answer it immediately.

“I think we will find a way,” he said after a moment, and added, “It is more important that Catherine would like to do it.”

Leo made this bold statement, hoping Catherine really wanted it too. He remembered the curious and gentle eyes with which the young girl looked at him during their meeting last year. He kept that scene in his memory the whole year, and each time blamed himself that he did not pay more attention to this young girl's sudden interest in him.

At this, Madame Christine was slightly flustered, for she knew that this young man had caught her niece's eye. Moreover, her suspicions intensified after Catherine asked her twice if Leo visited the shop again. One time was during the Christmas holidays when she was visiting her sister in Brussels, and the other time was recently here in Antwerp, when Catherine and her parents came to Antwerp on their way to the city of Ghent.

“I will tell you a secret, but you must promise not to say anything to Catherine,” the shop owner started smiling and added, “She will be here in three weeks.”

“She will be back and will work for you?” Leo asked excitedly.

“No, this time she will be returning from Ghent,” the woman answered and after seeing the surprised look of her companion, immediately added, “Catherine went there with her parents to watch the festival.”

“Do you know exactly when they will be here and how long they will stay?” Leo tried to clarify.

“No, I cannot say exactly,” the owner of the shop replied.

“But they cannot stay here very long and...” Leo said excitedly.

“I understand, young man,” Madam Christine interrupted, adding, “Sorry, but I do not even know how to help you. Try to meet with her if you like her.”

“Yes, of course, Madam. I am very grateful to you for the information. I will try to find her anyway,” Leo said, leaving the shop.

Leo began to analyze his conversation with Catherine’s aunt. He tried to remember some, if not all, of Madam Christine’s phrases to see if he had the slightest chance to build a relationship with the sweet and beautiful girl he had thought about for a whole year. Even though he did not meet with Catherine that day, Leo’s heart was glad, and his excitement for the upcoming events warmed his soul.

He was a young man and did not have a long life history. After finishing high school, he worked in his family’s business. Despite his young age, Leo had already learned many secrets of the business of his ancestors, who processed and traded precious stones.

Although it was Saturday, Leo left the shop and immediately hurried to the area of the railway station, where the office he worked in was located on the small street of Hoveniersstraat. His younger uncle, Manuel, had established this office after the First World War. He had emigrated from his native Constantinople at a very young age, avoiding prison for his involvement in the Armenian Liberation Movement during the reign of the Young Turks.

These so-called liberals came to power with the help of democratic slogans in the Ottoman Empire in 1907. The minorities who populated the empire helped them; these included the Armenians, who were expecting to receive autonomy. But after deposing the bloody Sultan Hamid, the Young Turks did not keep their promises. They even started to use the World War, which had just begun, to organize the deportation of Armenians and their massacre. As a result of these events, more than one and a half million Armenians were killed, and those who somehow survived were forced to scatter across the world.

First, Manuel moved to France. During the First World War, which encompassed almost all of Europe, he lived in Paris, and afterwards moved to Antwerp. Later, he brought his older brothers - Misak, and Avedis, Leo’s father - from Paris along with their families. They had escaped from Constantinople to France just after the massacres began in the Ottoman Empire in 1915.

Leo went into the office and headed toward his table. Avedis, who also worked there, gave his son a stern look because he arrived late. When Leo approached him, Avedis said angrily, “You said in the morning that you would go to Marcos and come back quickly.”

Indeed, Leo had lied to his father and told him that he needed to see his friend. He was ashamed of it, but on the other hand, he could not tell him the truth: that he just wanted to go to the city center to find a girl he had met randomly a year ago. He was sure that his father would not understand his desire to find a bride on his own.

“Marcos arrived late, so I had to wait a bit in his office,” Leo continued his lie.

“Well son, so be it this time, but in the future, we cannot take advantage of Manuel’s patience, even though he is our relative,” Avedis said and continued to sort the diamonds lying on the desk.

After listening to his father’s instructions, Leo sat down at his table and began sorting the diamonds that Avedis had placed on his desk.

In addition to Manuel at the office, Avedis and Leo worked with Misak and his eldest son, Narek, but on this day, they were not at work. Manuel did not often call all of his employees in on Saturdays, and this morning, he was also absent. The fact that his relatives had not heard his conversation with his father consoled Leo a little, but he worried about how it was going to be when he tried to meet with Catherine again, or about any future meetings. He wondered how his parents would react to his relationship with a girl from an unknown family.

First, Leo learned when the festival in Ghent ended and what it was about. People working in the neighboring offices told him it was a music festival that had been held every year for a very long time. This reminded him of his childhood days in Constantinople, when musicians played the dhol and zurna - folk instruments - loudly near their home. Sometimes, to the accompaniment of their music, equilibrists danced on a rope. Leo also found out that the festival generally finished in late July, leaving another couple of weeks before he could meet Catherine.

These two weeks passed very slowly for Leo. When the long-awaited Saturday - the day of the meeting - came, Leo began to prepare early in the morning. He asked his mother and sisters for help with his outfit. Since he was the youngest and their only son, he had always received special attention. Furthermore, Avedis regarded Leo as his sole heir. His thoughts were constantly directed toward making his son a responsible man. As Leo grew older, Avedis’ fear intensified that his son might succumb to the temptations that surrounded him in this European city. He wanted his only son to be a hard worker, learn the secrets of their trade, and succeed in this lucrative business alongside his cousins. However, Avedis also believed that marriage was crucial for his son’s future. He desired Leo to marry a girl from a respectable family from Constantinople, or at least an Armenian family.

Observing the commotion, Avedis began to walk around the home, monitoring the actions of his wife and daughters as they chose clothes for Leo. When he could not stand it any longer, he approached his son and asked where he was going.

“Hayrik,” Leo asked, addressing his father in Armenian, “my friends and I decided to go to the center today for a little walk, since it has been a while since we have seen each other. Do you mind?”

Leo has grown. He is not the same boy who ran into the street to play without worrying about his clothes. Now, he is carefully preparing to go out.

“How fast time has flown,” Avedis thought, “I did not notice my son had already become an adult.”

“I have no objection, son, go on,” he said to Leo, but immediately added, “Just be careful.”

“What can happen, hayrik?” Leo asked.

“Anything can happen. Not much time has passed since the war ended, and the streets are full of different people. The most important thing for us now is not to quarrel with the locals. Remember, we are strangers here, and they gave us a place to live,” Avedis explained.

“Well, hayrik, do not worry; we are not children,” Leo hastened to reassure him.

“I trust you, but try not to come back late,” Avedis said, and walked out into the street to smoke.

Leo left home, dressed up more than ever before. He wore a white shirt and light brown pants. He had also polished his brown shoes. His face shone brightly that day. He carefully trimmed his thin mustache, which made him look more masculine and older than his years, and sprayed some cologne, which he had brought from Paris and saved for a day like this.

Leo safely reached the tram stop and sat down to wait. He could have walked to Madam Christine’s shop that summer morning, but he wanted to meet Catherine looking fresh. He traveled the whole way in the almost empty tram, watching from the window as the beautiful streets of the old city were quietly coming to life - something like what he had seen when he lived in Paris. But Paris, in his memory, was a big city with wide, long avenues and vast spaces. Although Leo lived in Paris during the war years, it was a lively and even noisy city. Here in Antwerp, a much smaller city, it was quieter and more comfortable, but everything was just as beautiful and romantic as in Paris.

The tram stop was not far from the chocolate shop, and in just a few minutes, Leo was almost in front of it. He decided not to go in, but quietly passed by to look through the big window and see if Catherine was there. Having passed the shop without seeing her, he decided to wait a little and watch from a distance to see if she would appear from the back room. Leo stayed there for some time, but Catherine did not appear. Only Madam Christine was working in the shop at that time. Leo began to worry that the meeting with Catherine, for which he had prepared so carefully, would not happen that day.

Leo was so focused on the inside of the shop that he did not notice what was happening around him. Suddenly, a woman and a girl approached him. After one of them called his name in a low voice, Leo quickly turned his head and saw a girl standing nearby.

“Oh, how lucky I am! I am not mistaken - it is you, Leo,” the girl said with a big smile on her face.

Leo’s eyes froze on the girl’s face, and then he looked guilty at the woman standing next to her. Noticing Leo’s confusion, the girl explained, “Leo, this is my mother.”

Leo, in turn, shyly introduced himself.

“I have heard a lot about you,” the woman said, looking towards her daughter.

“Well, why are we standing here?” Catherine said, inviting everyone into the shop.

She did not even ask Leo why he was hanging around her aunt’s shop, as if she knew that he would wait for her there. Leo, reassured by Catherine’s conduct and her mother's kindness, found the courage to confess to the girl that he really came here hoping to see her, but wanted to make sure she was at the shop. Such confession delighted Catherine, and she hastened to share it with her mom and aunt. Then she turned to Leo,

“Leo, I am glad to see you again.”

“Catherine, I thought about you the whole year,” Leo said in response.

“Me too,” Catherine said.

Then, there was a pause. None of the young people knew how to continue the conversation. Catherine’s mother and aunt stayed apart and talked about something, maybe even discussing Leo and Catherine. The latter broke the silence first and turned to say to her mother,

“Mother, I would like to go for a little walk with Leo in the city, since I have not seen him for a year.”

Catherine said it as if she had just met a longtime friend after a year of separation. "Of course, my daughter, go take a walk," the girl's mother said approvingly.

"Do not forget to give each other your addresses this time," Madam Christine added.

After receiving approval from the adults, Leo and Catherine went into the street. But the words of Catherine's aunt alarmed Leo. Why did she bring up the address? He thought about it but did not ask Catherine. Moreover, he was completely distracted, because once they were a few steps away from the shop, she took his hand and led him toward the Cathedral of Our Lady of Antwerp.

“Come, Leo, I will show you my favorite places to walk upon arriving in your city,” Catherine said, and then added, "I think you walk there sometimes too."

Leo nodded his head approvingly, but was ashamed to admit that he had only visited this part of town two or three times during his two years of living in the city.

“What a majestic building this is,” Catherine said when they approached the cathedral.

“I see it every day; it can be seen from everywhere,” Leo replied.

“I like to come here on Sundays and listen to the organ,” Catherine said and added, “You cannot imagine how divine it sounds in here.”

After hearing Catherine’s words, Leo suddenly thought about her aunt.

“Leo, do you like the organ?” Catherine interrupted his thoughts.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Leo replied absently, but recovered himself and found the words to continue, “I heard it in Paris at the Notre Dame.”

“Really?” Catherine asked.

“Really,” Leo replied and added, “What’s surprising about that?”

“Are you Catholic?” Catherine asked.

“No, but I am Christian,” Leo answered proudly.
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