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for Sara, my favorite


PART I


DAY 10



Acceptance


Let Me Explain You Something. We start from the same sea.

This, We shall repeat.


CHAPTER 1



From: SteveStavrosStavrosMavrakisgreekboss1@yahoo.com

To: Chef.Stevie.Mavrakis@saltrestaurant.com; xxangelxx@yahoo.com;

Ruby.Mavrakis@yahoo.com; CarolM@Starbucks.com

Subject: Our Father, Who is Dying in Ten Days

Dear, Family. Daughters & Ex-Wife:

Let me explain you something: I am sick in a way that no doctor would have much understanding. I am sick in a way of the soul that, yes, God will take me. No, I am not a suicide. I am Deeper than that, I am talking More than that.

DEAR STAVROULA, MY OLDEST. Please grow out your hair. It is very very short. This is one little thing that can change everything, you will see what I am saying when you take this small but substantial advice. Sometimes if we are who we are supposed to be on the outside, we are who we are supposed to be on the inside. The hair is the thing to trust and leave alone, and it will take care of you.

Let me explain you something: your father has seen some of the world for it to be enough. There is a way to be for the normal society, and you are not it. The hair says things about you that, yes, they are true, but the hair is not a fortune-teller. The hair is not the thing that has to point the way, like a streetlight.

I am not somebody religious, but this I know: Death is coming. In ten days, I promise you, your father the man will cease, he will be dust, he will be food in the worms. What do we owe our father? This is the question you can say to yourself at this time. Who can deny a dead man—a dead father—the thing that he demands?

No, I am not sick like my brother in Crete, who die with emphysema (this is Greek en which means in and physan means breath).

DEAR LITZA, MY SECOND, please go to church. You could say, no dad, you go to church then we will talk about if I go to church, but what I am talking about here are lessons that I should have taken for myself if my father had the wisdom to give me awareness, which I am holding out for you.

Litza, let me explain you something. Litza, you have problems.

Litza, nobody marries for a big wedding and then divorce one week later. When your mother and I divorce, it took years off our life. Litza, nobody destroys property the way when you come here into my diner and smash the dessert case with my own stool. The same is true for your sister, which you take that same stool and break her car window with it, even though you deny this always. Are you on drugs, Litza? Are you the same low-life as your biological mother, Dina?

Litza, you need God in your life.

Litza I see how much helping you are needing, and I know that God has to exist, because he is the only one who can do for you. I cannot do for you. I can only do for you what I am done for you.

And here, I will tell you this secret, that I have questions for God—Are you real? Are you here for me, Stavros Stavros Steve Mavrakis? Am I Your Forgotten Son? What is the meaning of this life that is too sorry for what it could be? Even though I have succeeded more, much more, than any foreigner would do in my country and I have now two diners and plans for selling one of them so that I have a little something for the future, yours not mine since my future is not something I can belong to any longer, and not your Mother since she is a thief, I’m sorry if it is a truth.

I, Stavros Stavros, have ask God to erase the mistakes of my life; and God has answer, in a matter of speaking, That it is best to Start Over, which requires foremost that We End All that is Stavros Stavros. No, not with suicide. With Mercy.

Yes, Litza, you must go to Church. To pray. For your father, yes, and for yourself.

DEAR RUBY, MY LITTLE ONE that I have adoration. It is a good rule to follow that if the mustache is weak, so will be the man. Look at your father’s mustache, which it is a fist! Forget the boys, Ruby, find yourself a man who encourages you get your own education, because you don’t want to be one of those woman who takes and takes and does not appreciate all of the way her husband slaves, like your Mother. Don’t go marrying some losers. Which you know I am talking about Dave. Why choose a man with the facial hair of an onion? When you can choose instead one of my assistant cooks, who make a decent living and has dreams of owning their own diner the way their mentor has, which is your father.

Otherwise, you are doing OK.

DEAREST MY EX-WIFE, Carol, the Mother, who divorce me one year ago. Which I am still, as a generous person, paying for things like to repair the plumbing. I am talking to the woman who is still my Wife in death, even if she did not know how to mourn me in life: please be the Ex-wife a Wife should be, in sickness and health. Even though you poison Stavroula and Litza against me from the moment I bring them into this fat country, and Ruby from the moment you bring her into the world. That is why I am asking: you should wear only black for the next year. To show a sign of honor for the man who walk much of this life with you by his side.

If you have any confusions, Daughters and Wife, you can email a response. I will answer them all. Such as, what is missing for a man at the end of his life when the path is clear and wisdom is the greatest? . . . the respect and love for the pateras!

Signed within Ten Days of Life Left, and a Dying Promise, Your Father: Stavros Stavros Steve Mavrakis


DAY 9



Denial


CHAPTER 2



Stavros drove away from that Club of Cunts, that Whore House Starbucks where he Fucked Her Virgin Mother. Fuck the Cunt That Threw Her Into This World and ruined his life. His Ex-wife, the Horn Fucker, the Dick-Dinner Eater, who only cared about servicing One Faggot After Another with Cappuccino, rather than care about him. The Fucking Mother, he was finish with her. She could Go to the Crows in Hell with her Divorce and sit there without sex.

He said, “God, if you listen to anything a man say, let her die alone.”

He heard himself talking and the words sounded ugly, like bits of fat, which was how he had intended them to come out. He said again, “Alone, do you hear me?” He wished the Ex-wife, the Mother, were here so he could say it to her face. And then, because God was not really paying attention and could not judge him, Stavros Stavros began to cry.

He did not really want his ex-wife to die alone. What had happened was:

Carol refused the flowers. Yellow, with bright red centers, as if they were trying to convince people they had a heartbeat. He chose them for that reason. He bought them for her. In their marriage, Carol had complained about flowers, Where are the flowers? when he would bring home bouquets of leftover pot roast. She was too simple; a roast was worth more, much more, than flowers; he had gone a year, sometimes, without roast. In their marriage, she looked at him strangely when he said, Why would I love you as much as flowers when I can love you as much as meat? And here he was, bringing flowers to her Starbucks drive-through, being a romantic and a gentleman and a truce, and for the third time she is refusing taking them!

He only wanted to end things the right way, the proper way. None of them do things right. Litza, she is angry and uses her fists to strike empty air, when by age twenty-nine you should move on with life (didn’t he?). Stavroula—thirty-one—she is busy, always busy so she doesn’t have to be anything else. They all live on Facebook, as if Facebook is Facelife. His little Ruby (twenty-four? twenty-three?), she can’t even call back. But Carol gives him coffee. He does not even have to tell her triple macchiato with three packets of sugar; without asking, Carol knows. That touched him. That made him sure that she had to be the one by his side when he was taken. There had to be someone. He might be ready, he might know to expect death in nine days, but that did not mean any man should face his conclusion by himself in a place like crowded New Jersey, America.

Being alone in the last days of life was like being the last star in a galaxy, watching one neighbor star after another blink into nothing, until even the faraway, nub stars are just light-years, just messages from a dead source, and all Stavros is left with is debris from the first cough of creation. And does Stavros look like a cough? No.

A long line of cars was trying to get his attention, but he did not care. He could be Jersey driver, too. He could be spoiled Starbucks exactly like his ex-wife. Out of spite he would let the coffee get cold and the stale pastry more stale. He could stay until six o’clock if he had to, if she made him, because the only thing needing his attention today was dinner for the goat. He could get one of many tools out of his trunk and open one, two tires of the beeping cars behind him, and then the customers would be spoiled like him, in no rush to go anywhere. He could do that, he had very little to lose. Except time—he had far less than she did, actually, and far less than the rest of the drivers making noise behind him, he had nine days left, which made him terminal—so maybe, no, he was not prepared to wait until six. Actually, he was ready now for her to come with him.

He said, “We know each other, twenty-five years. Twenty-five, you don’t close your eyes on that.”

He noticed for the first time in twenty-five years that her eyes had lightened from the wet-barrel brown of the first day they met to the speckled brown of cork. Her hair, which she highlighted with streaks of red, denied all traces of winter, all gray, which he knew to be her natural color whether she wanted to admit that or not. She had put on weight since the last time they talked. She was full in the arms and face, like a sow holding more milk than her share. Her nails were painted peach, which meant they were painted almost the color of nothing. Her face was puffy at the bottom, but it was bright through all the lines. Like happy, to spite him.

Stavros tried to explain: no man’s days were as questionable as his final ones. The days of a man’s youth were half days, while the final days were overfull. The very last days told a man, and everyone else, and God, if the days leading up to his last days had been worth living in the first place. Couldn’t she see that? And the point he was making? Never mind the car line for cappuccino. Was she listening? He said, “Come with me today, now, Carol.”

Carol said, “I can’t right now,” and adjusted something on her mic. “You want something else? A pastry?”

“What pastry? Duty, I’m talking about.” Is no woman going to give him what she should? “We are more than coffee. We are twenty-five years of coffee.”

When they first met, he drank only instant—Nescafé, crystals that looked and tasted more like dirt than beverage. Carol made pot after pot of home brew, but he never drank it, and eventually she switched to instant, too. It was better that way. For them both, she whipped the Nescafé and sugar into a froth, and for years this was the only way he drank it. Then she got a job at Starbucks and switched to French press. He got a black mistress and switched to espresso. She divorced him, and he snuck back into the house to steal from her own kitchen the Greek cookbook he had given her on a birthday, because what was the need now for any Greek in her life?

Carol said, “I could get off a little early if you want to have dinner.”

He tried again to make her understand what he was actually wanting. It was a very simple, pure thing, which he was confident he could make her realize. All I am asking, he tried again, is that you come with me to some few places now. You are always good at shopping; you are like expert at shopping; you are so good, you almost ruin me, you almost take over my whole life with shopping. No, you misunderstand, I am not meaning to fight with the past, I am only asking that you should make some visits with me today, some few arrangements. Very easy visits. We go to this funeral director. We look over a nice plot, something with a lot of grass. Then we share a meal. Not the diner, forget the diner. We go someplace special at the end.

She was smiling in a way that was compassionate and soft, so he thought he had gotten somewhere. She, the manager, would tell the employees to take care of the store, and she would get into his black used BMW and she would be his witness to these very important arrangements. They would eat together one final time. They would talk about where things went wrong and how, after all, he did work very hard in marriage and business and fatherhood, and she would start to understand things from his perspective, which was of a man with some certain troubles. Then he would drop her off at her white used Lexus, which he had bought for her, and they would end, if not as friends, as co-workers in a labor of life. But the soft smile was not for Stavros Stavros. She was talking into the headset and making apologies for him having car trouble. She was saying to the customers that Starbucks would have baristas come directly to car windows, if the customers could only be patient a few moments longer, and she was offering complimentaries to the angriest ones.

This is what a woman, his ex-wife, was like. He could see that to gain anything, he would need to get angry.

He cast the yellow flowers into the backseat, which he had been holding this whole time as if they were proof of his very good intentions. He said, “You want to come or no?”

She continued to talk, not to him. Always talk-talk, not to him. That was what was to blame for their marriage failings, not his mistress. For months, he had had to hear how he was not the man she wanted, that he would have to figure out exactly what she wanted and then become him. But to be that man, he would have had to become Starbucks. She was in love with Starbucks. Starbucks became more important than making him dinner or washing his clothes or having coffee together or going on cruises or listening to the problems of the diner or the daughters; it became a way for her to reinvent herself, which he did not see the point of. It gave her new friends, which he never trusted. It gave her purpose that had nothing at all to do with her children or Stavros. It gave her hope, which he did not understand or believe to be necessary in her case; it accused him as the reason for her hopelessness. He knew, before she had left him, that she would; he had seen the future of their divorce, just as he had seen the future truth that she would make top manager. Now, because of a dream and a goat, he saw the future again, one where he was dead and she making bigger and bigger boss, with all the hard work of their years together wasted!

He said, “You want pay? I pay you. That is nothing new to me.” Then, “Or you.”

Talk-talk.

Carol of twenty-five years ago would not recognize herself taking orders from strangers in this headset and man’s black-collared shirt. She had stopped carrying her body for others and carried it now only for herself. This was admirable, in a way, but selfish, too, and hurtful, because for a long time she had dressed and carried herself as his wife. He put the car in drive and stared ahead. “It’s always money with you.” This made her push the headset away from her mouth. She started to talk, this time to answer him, but he interrupted. “I am talking about a dying wish, I am asking only a few hours, but you are only, as usual, for yourself. As usual, you are a thief of a man’s life.”

Carol shut her mouth. She changed what she was going to say. “Whatever you’re planning, Steve, don’t bother. I don’t feel sorry for you.”

“You don’t believe me because you don’t understand. But we don’t choose when we go, we just go.”

She went talk-talk about how she was trying to be friendly, she would have gotten food with him (food he would have to pay for!) but, as usual, he was only thinking about himself. She was moving her sow body away from him even as she spoke, her hands attentive to the drinks. She stirred someone else’s coffee with more love than he had ever seen her stir his. She said, “Venti no-whip mocha.”

“You want me to leave, good luck. Now I will just sit here and take as much time from you as you took from me my whole life.”

Carol shoved something metallic and heavy, he could not see what. Her mouth was twisting, a sign of danger: you did not mess with her soul mate, Starbucks. He felt nervous, like he was about to receive a punishment he did not deserve, even though his anger was a reasonable thing: he would end up with a lap of something hot. He prepared to be scalded, even as he knew she was not that kind of woman. It took a man to punch holes into walls.

“You have final requests, Steve? Take them to your black bitch.”

“Yes, that is where I will go, exactly as you say, and you can go straight to your black-coffee-bitch Starbucks.”

Then he was leaving, he was gone from that Venti Mocha Whipcream White Whore. He was like all those other Jersey nothing-no ones, trying to beat the traffic to the one place that would make him feel like a person that mattered, and that was far from his ex-wife the nothing-nobody Dick Hunter. Stavros parked his car. He adjusted his shirt, which had wrinkled out of anger. He used his palm to calm his hair and mouth. He reached into the back for flowers, still bright, only a petal or two damaged.

Stavros could hear Rhonda typing before he saw her. From the door, even sitting behind her desk, he could see how much space she took up. She was a big black lady. Her arms were the size of his thighs. Always, she had her hair arranged into shapes that told people—told him, the first time they met—that she was not weak. Her hair obeyed her, her hair was solid object. It made him want to touch it, and when he finally got to, it was all he could keep his hands on. Ela, except for her big breasts.

If the wife had continued to make herself up like this, he would not have gone looking for Rhonda. If the wife had looked less fat and more fatty, like steak, like ribs melting into honey, he would not be here; if she had just shut up sometimes and talked to him. He, himself, was getting fat, OK, but not too fat for a man of over fifty. The lines in his face like slits where you deposit pity. His eyes and his skin worn, maybe from smoking but more from stress, like maybe God had been rubbing an elbow over him too long. His hair, thinning and gray, like all of his brothers, some of whom were dead. His mustache, it was still impressive because it was not American, it was as Greek as democracy, it was the thing Rhonda first liked about him, but it was also graying. Now it is the tail of a powerful black ox, when once it was the tail of two powerful oxes! Yes, he was becoming old but, look, he could get a young business-professional mistress!

OK, not mistress, because he was nothing with his wife these days, but mistress because what he had with Rhonda still felt like something he had to keep from people.

Rhonda didn’t look up until he slid a Styrofoam package onto the desk. “I come to bear gifts,” he said. He meant sandwich, which he had not eaten in his rush to get to Starbucks.

“I ate, malaka. It’s four o’clock.”

“I know you. You’re hungry.”

He stared down at her, waiting to be invited closer. He placed the yellow flowers with the red centers where she could see them. Soon enough she turned her knees. That made him feel good, that he could get her to turn like that. He came around the corner of her L-desk and sat on some papers. He watched her navigating a computer older than his own. He knew she was secretary to somebody, but the way she conducted business, it was as if she were the one to be answered to.

“I don’t know how long you expect me to live on Styrofoam for,” she said.

The wrinkles in her skirt were deep, which meant she had been working all day. He liked that about Rhonda, that she worked as hard as he did, because if you worked hard it meant you loved hard. Carol only worked hard when her job replaced her husband; Carol had no love for him. Rhonda’s problem was that she did not get enough love. She was tired of waiting. She did not want to live with her sister anymore just because some loser left her and their children behind. What she wanted was a big house together, what she wanted was a future for her sons. But the last thing he could give her, at fifty-three, was a marriage and a father. It smashed his heart, but she was not a wife he could take on his arm and walk through town, and the problem was she knew that now.

He pulled out the sandwich, which was soggy at one end. He tore it off for her, took a napkin out of his pocket.

“I deserve cloth napkins. And waiters. And wine.”

He put the sandwich down and rested his short, strong hands on her shoulders. He knew what she wanted: to go out. Always, they spent time alone—here, at his apartment, at her sister’s house when her sons were at a sleepover. Or else, with strangers, on planes or boats or in hotels. He covered himself with the half-truth that he was still getting used to being on his own. The other truth was that this was new for him, being with such a dark woman. Every time he brought his face to hers, he was surprised by how brown she was. The people he knew, they would see them together, and they would call him the soft white bread of the roast beef special. And was that any way to be seen? For any of them?

She was showing him how good she was at multitasking—typing and ignoring, waiting for the talking parts that would be useful to her. She was pushing her big knees up to the desk.

“What do you want?” he whispered, his mouth speaking into the gold earrings he had purchased. “Do you want another cruise? I can cruise you.”

This was not a real offer, of course, but at one time it would have been. In the last year, he had spent much money on her: $10/month for the interracial dating site where they met. $300 here for a necklace, $300 there for shoes and clothes, $400 so she could fly down to her family reunion in Atlanta, $500 to fix her car. How much hundreds on meals together, how much monies for the twins, Henry and Miles, to play Little Leagues and Boy Scout. He didn’t mind, because he had always wanted sons, he had always wanted to seem kind to children. He had wanted to like Henry and Miles; he had wanted Henry and Miles to like him. He was a good inspirational man to look up to, for two twin boys. And Rhonda returned what she cost, just like a woman, just like a partner should, not like his wife had been. He would never admit it, he knew it was not the way to think of someone you cared about, but he couldn’t help himself: it was a way to see her as his equal. She was proud to be with a smart, successful Greek man, just like he was excited—so excited, he sometimes felt reduced to jiggling, jangling change—to be with a smart, achieving black woman.

He liked wooing her, liked realizing that even when he did not choose big women, he chose big women. Their fourth date, he felt all of her weight on him, letting him know just how gravity worked, reminding him that this way of being pressed down was another way of being held. What he felt with Carol, in the beginning, until it just felt like being pressed down.

He was still kneading Rhonda’s shoulders, hoping this squeezy would lead to other squeezy. He was only a man. They had not seen each other in many days; this could be the last time, of his life, that he has sex. He did not like the idea of his organ softening in moist soil, and he was desperate that she should bring it to life. She should treat it like a waterless plant that is arching its stem toward moisture. Thinking about a coffin, which to his mind looked like a wooden crate for produce, and seeing himself lying naked in it, his dandelion losing color and shape after being left in the cold—it made him want everything at once: to be held, to penetrate her, to sob, to feel life dripping out of him, to feel life dripping into him, to climax and die, to confess the dream, to let her in and shut her out.

Rhonda pulled away to reach into the filing cabinet. She said, “You don’t want a cruise. You want something cheaper than that.” After two weeks, she was still mad with him.

He had taken her to Philadelphia—because all the people who would recognize him were in New Jersey, except for his daughter who was workaholic like him and, no question, at her restaurant—when they ran into someone he knew. It was in the old, cobbled streets of the city, on a road that had purported to be deserted. They were coming out of a cigar shop and the businessman was going in. Rhonda was standing so close to Stavros he could not get away. He could smell her fruity breath and felt the fabric of her coat brushing against his waist. “We work too hard,” Stavros told the businessman. “A man should have fun sometimes.” As if Rhonda were fun, takeout. As if she were not the woman of his life.

The man, a regular at the diner, gave a chuckle. “I hear you,” he said. Then he looked at Rhonda as if she were leftovers, and Stavros did nothing about it.

Rhonda watched the man leave, then she stepped onto the curb. Stavros, still in the street, was made to look up even higher at her and at the power lines swooping above. “You’re about to work a lot harder,” she said. She took a cab, would not return his calls.

The businessman idiot, he couldn’t keep his mouth to himself.

Stavros was lonely, he missed her; she had a way of walking with him through the world that made him feel as if he had just gotten here; she made him feel like a child, and she was going to teach him how to hold a fork and look at trees. It should have been enough to beg her to come back. But Stavros was not familiar with begging. The businessman, he returned to the diner. Everything between them was the same except for one small order of business. He had always paid his checks, even if it was a sandwich, with fifties; now he had a funny way of paying with only small bills. This is how Stavros knew it was over with Rhonda. Even this late in his life, Death coming, he could not bring himself to be with such a woman. He could not walk with her on his arm or have her at his funeral.

Did that mean he was coward? No. Maybe. No.

He was a man who did not know how to be any other way in the world, even at the end.

Rhonda rolled her chair back. “You know I don’t keep my boys waiting.”

He had forgotten all about Henry and Miles and baseball practices. “Give them until five.”

Rhonda was sliding a binder into a bag. She was putting on her blazer. “You mean give you until five.”

Stavros helped her into the jacket with the intention of helping her get it back off. “Not me. Us.” He ran his hands up her sides. The produce crate came to him. He buried his mouth into her neck, where it smelled like Sunday. She adjusted her jacket, her message that he was not going to get any squeezy squeezy.

She stopped at the door with her keys ready and he realized that what she was actually telling him was goodbye. He had seen this many times at the diner, some woman looking across the table, telling the man that their relationship was dead; he had faced it himself, of course—twice. But with Rhonda, it felt different. She took her time, never shy with her eyes. This look was the look she might leave on his grave. Yes, she loved him. No, even now he could not return that look. He could not say, Let me give you my remainings of the day.

He said, “Take to them the chicken sandwich, at least.” He put it back in its container, happy it was cut in half, one equal part for each boy.

She would not let him walk her out, made him leave while she locked up. He watched her from his car. He smoked, she flipped down the mirror for lipstick. He watched her smooth her hair. She always looked nice for her sons. He hoped God was not too busy to see what a lovely woman she was. The one thing he had always known about her: she never needed him. In that way, she was superior to him.

He thought back to the first time they met, an expensive restaurant an hour away, in Delaware. He got there early, she got there on time. He stood when she arrived, kissed her cheek. That night she was in a skirt, too, and a shirt cut low, which made him order a bottle. Only, he did not like her name, which to him sounded like a man’s. He could not make an easy, pretty nickname of it.

“You like merlot?” he asked, waving the waiter over.

“I like it all,” she said.

He felt giddy when the waiter filled their glasses. He did not look up at the man, partly to show that he was more society and partly because he did not want to see what the man thought about these two people, one white and one black, on a first date off the internet. She sipped the wine without bringing it up to her nose. He showed her how it was done. “I know about wine,” he said, “because I am from the country where all of the songs are about wine.”

She asked him where that was. “Your accent,” she said, “it’s very strong. I like that.”

He told her about Greece and enjoyed how her eyes lit up at the emerald-blue water, the islands carved out of marble, the summer lovers, landscapes as early as breakfast and long as sunbathing. Introducing her to this paradise, he felt as if he had been the one to make it. “I will take you one day,” he told her. “I can show you everything.” Oh, he meant it. Wanted to. He could be one of the Richie Riches and spend money on one good time for them both.

She laughed with her mouth open, like a Greek. He was surprised by her teeth, the space between them, the way he felt he could fit his whole body inside, and how it had made him want her even as it made him nervous, cautious. His wife did not have space between her teeth for him. His wife, even when they first met, when they pressed against each other inside two beers and a crowd, did not make him feel swallowed whole the way Rhonda did. Rhonda talked a lot. She told him about her dream to be a travel agent and her night classes and her nine-year-old sons. She told him she had no time for small men.

“It’s all over your eyes. I saw it the minute I came in.” She laughed. “Don’t be afraid of the bigness, Steve. Sometimes, bigness brings joy.”

But a man like Stavros Stavros Mavrakis cannot have joy for very long. His entire life has been leading him toward the end of things. He has and has not written his end into being. His decision on the email letter to his family, it only points at the sun through the clouds. He sees the sun but cannot make it stay through the night, any night, no matter how he tries.

He is not planning his death—that is not the right way to explain it. He is Sweeping Away the Hay and Cockroaches from the Floor of Destiny. He is Thawing the Meat of What Is To Be. He is aware of death the way you might try to become aware of the wolf in the forest, only to understand that the wolf has long been aware of you. He is not sure that God will meet him halfway or any way. So far, it is clear that you take maybe one, two steps with someone, and then you make the rest of the journey alone; it could be that Stavros will make it to heaven to find out that he is the only one there. But would that be so different from this crowded life, where you were left to yourself?

This was it, the final nail in the crate.

Rhonda’s car pulled out of the parking lot. Stavros watched until it became confused with all of the other cars. Since his arrival to this country—this state—over thirty years ago, he has never gotten over how many cars can be on one road and how, in those cars, day after day, most people are driving with no one beside them. This, plus the sun quickly moving away from him, reminded Stavros that he would spend tonight alone. Then he thought of the goat.

He parked in the back of the diner, as usual. No one came outside. The goat sat on its curled haunches, as if it were a cat.

“I am home,” he said.

The goat did not flinch. It accepted a Saratoga with its long tongue.

“Do you know the evil three, goat? θάλασσα καὶ πῦρ καὶ γυνή Sea and fire and women.”

The goat raised its head.

“Good you only have to worry about number one or two.” He squatted in the darkness some feet away. He smoked. “These women, goat, they are killing me to death.”

The goat settled down again. This one sympathy was exactly what Stavros needed.

Dusk began to mask their surroundings. It made Stavros feel as if he were in another time—first his childhood, the village, and then, staring at the goat, its head more formation than skull, he could have been a shepherd in another lifetime, isolated on a mountain with his flock and a purse of dried meat, a knife, a flute.

Stavros was quiet. He felt satisfied, for a few moments, that there was no one to talk to.


If We are who We are supposed to be on the outside, We are who

We are supposed to be on the inside.


CHAPTER 3



Stavroula answered her father’s email: with love.

And food, of course.

In the cramped white office, Mr. Asbury sat. Out of respect, she stood. She could hear blades, searing from the kitchen, the sous yelling about cross-contamination. He was fastidious, which she liked. Under it all, the vacant hum of the nearby ice machine. The middle of a dinner rush on a Saturday, and she had insisted that they talk now. No, it couldn’t wait. Her new seasonal menu—her answer to her father—was going out tomorrow. It was printed on cream-colored paper in an embossed font that you expected to taste like crème brûlée.

Mr. Asbury mouthed consonants as he read, his thin legs hooked around a stool. He was all brow and snowy arm hair. His eyes were fin-blue, like his daughter July’s, his skin pink. He was a father first, and a businessman second. Never a dictator. Nothing like her own father. Mr. Asbury would have never sent an email like the one she received, but Mr. Asbury also would not have made a good cook, having none of her or her father’s bullheadedness and intuition. Mr. Asbury was a wonderful boss. He respected Stavroula, acknowledged her as a person and an artist and a partner. He trusted her to do right by Salt. He had recruited her for his restaurant two years ago. Stavroula had not yet made up her mind about how long to stay—she had a history of moving from one kitchen to the next—but there were things keeping her here. Such as, she had exclusive creative control of her kitchen. Reading the menu, Mr. Asbury knew that.

Like last Easter: the only thing Stavroula would serve was lamb—roasted on a spit in full view of the diners—with Smyrna figs and htipiti, a feta spread garnished with red pepper. Fixed menu, no alterations, no starchy sides. One long table that seated everyone. Strangers sharing the holiest meal, eating with their hands or they could go someplace else. And he saw how well that went, so. She got her way because she did not give up, and because she fought only for what was absolutely necessary for survival and good food, which were the same thing. She had only ever lost once, and that time it was July who had said no, and Stavroula took it. No fish heads in the psarosoupa, July, no problem. But Stavroula would win today. Love would.

For over a year, she had been in love with July. Had done nothing about it, the only thing in her life she didn’t seize. Until now. She felt for the printed email in her pocket. It was strange that in this moment of exposure—probable judgment—the email from her father would come as a comfort. The ice machine trickled, gurgled, which she felt at the back of her own throat. Not that she’d show it.

Mr. Asbury said in his soft, courting voice, “Even this one?”

“July.”

“The spicy pork tacos?”

“July.”

“Crab cakes?”

“Late July.”

July Angel Hair served alongside Tarragon Lime Bay Scallops. Roasted July Poblanos with Cashew Chipotle Sauce. Classic Chicken Salad with Red Grapes and Smoked Almonds: For July. July galette. That one she would layer with leeks, zucchini, and green chilis, topped with a creamy, tangy avgolemono sauce. It’s not just that she added July to all of the names of the dishes: that would have meant nothing. July was the inspiration for every flavor combination. If everything’s July, Mr. Asbury might say, then what’s July? But then, he did not understand the full complexity that was July. For that matter, neither did Stavroula. For that matter neither did the ex, Mike, who, until six months ago, had ordered items not listed on the menu and barged into Stavroula’s kitchen and used his fingers around her plates. These days, Mike was just a customer. He ordered off the menu and didn’t come into the back. That was the first indication that July was done with him. Maybe all men.

Mr. Asbury’s lips puckered into an asterisk. No, a whisk. “I don’t understand, Stevie.”

She did not answer. Which between them meant, Yes, you do.

It was Marina who had taught Stavroula about naming dishes—how it was like slipping a key into a lock: most fit, but only the right one could make the door swing open and the eater enter. It was Marina who had taught Stavroula to take herself seriously—what she wanted, what she needed to be. You can be a vessel, koukla—she had taught her years ago—as long as you know what you’re meant to carry.

Mr. Asbury was hesitant, kind, when he chuckled. Telling Stavroula what she already knew without saying it: she was intense. So what. How did he think her food got its flavor? A few months ago when he slipped a little extra pocket money into her apron for her birthday, what had she bought? Japanese salt, one of only thirty-two batches. And did she take it home? No, she used it in his pots.

“Stevie, you’re asking me to name food after my daughter?”

“I’m not asking you to name anything, John.”

She was doing the naming here. And she did not want to name food after July: she wanted to name her every creation, from now through summer, after July. Maybe into winter. What women want, more than anything, is honest and intent flattery, which means if you want to pursue a woman you have to show her you know her, see her, nothing less. No, that wasn’t it. You have to prove that you will try over and over to know her. Understand this: at any time a woman’s appetite can change. Maybe she’s hungry for more, maybe she’s had enough. A woman, like a meal, is a complex, evolving creation.

In the chaos of the kitchen, filling orders, Stavroula showed him a mousseline, a delicate savory composite of pureed shrimp and cream that enhanced the briny sweetness and plump bite of crabmeat. She removed the crabmeat from the bowl of chilled milk, the ice machine still going, but she didn’t hear it anymore. She blitzed six ounces of shrimp, plus cream and Old Bay, some Dijon, hot sauce, fresh lemon. Pureeing the shrimp releases sticky proteins that delicately hold the clumpy pieces of crabmeat together, she told him. Coat in toasted panko, cook patties until golden brown.

“No egg? No filler?” He smiled. “What, we’re too sophisticated for that now?”

“There’s nothing filler about your daughter.”

Only the sous-chef raised his eyes at this. She didn’t care, and the rest of them were intimidated by her, they wouldn’t dare look. Mr. Asbury blinked several times until he settled on, “I agree.” But it was clear he was not agreeing with her. Enough: she would make him eat. Stavroula plated the crab cakes and squirted an accompanying swirl of wasabi-avocado sauce. She used her fingers to confirm what she already knew. Perfect. Maybe some lemon peel. She added a little salt for crunch and also because salt, in Greek folklore, got rid of unwanted guests. Such as her father.

If it were her father she needed to convince, it would have translated into This door is locked and so is the window. But with Mr. Asbury, it was more like a fence she could hop over. There were footholds, if you trusted your weight to it. She imagined herself trying to explain to her father who July was, what she deserved. He would turn around and tell her what she deserved. He would say she was doing this to spite him, and in this instance he would be right. Let me explain you something, she would answer back. It was time for her to be who she was on the outside so she could be who she was supposed to be on the inside. It had only taken thirty-one years.

Mr. Asbury broke into the glossy crab cake with his fork. His expression was softening, like meat defrosting. Cooking with someone, you got to learn how they think. What he thought was, the menu would sell. Still—“You want my approval on this?”

“Not approval.” She made herself—made herself—look at him. Ice and everything. Email, everything. “Your blessing.”

Mr. Asbury was first to break away. He tried, quietly, “What about flowers? Her mother always liked yellow tulips.”

“I’m not good at flowers, John.”

In her life he was the one person who had ever gotten her flowers, roses after she landed him a solid review in The Philadelphia Inquirer, and they lasted ten minutes in the vase. Moments later, she was boiling them down to rosewater. She did not try to reassure him that she had been grateful; he saw it in the rosewater pudding she made exclusively for him, after-hours.

Mr. Asbury didn’t know how to handle this kind of demand about his own daughter. Or from a woman. He was trying to protect July, but also Stavroula. They had never spoken it aloud, but Stavroula knew that Mr. Asbury must suspect her feelings. She remembered the first time she caught him catching her, though he may have seen it even sooner than that. July had come in to post the new weekly schedule. She addressed the evening’s waitstaff in a long black skirt, which exposed her calf, the most Stavroula had ever seen of July, not counting her bare, long, thin arms. The rest of her calf, Stavroula could imagine: white as batter. That was when Stavroula felt Mr. Asbury’s eyes on her. She double-checked. Had they taken actual inventory? They had. Did he know? Yes. Stavroula went directly to the ice machine and plunged her hand in. It drained the pink from her face and soon enough her fingers took on the texture of rubbery poultry.

Mr. Asbury had picked up the menu and was rubbing it between two fingers as if it were oregano.

“Stevie, nobody does this. Nobody wants it done to them.”

“Maybe they do,” she said, drawing back. Then, because it was him, she admitted, “I don’t know how to give less.”

July at breakfast, July at lunch. July half-price appetizers with a summer ale, when everyone feels relief that the hard hours of the day are done and looks forward to the final amber hours of the evening with gratitude and ease. The waiters would relay to the kitchen: July. Their order slips would be filled with July. Trash cans would be filthy with July, stomachs full of July. When the order was up, Stavroula’s assistants would ring a bell and their sentences would all start with July. Stavroula’s entire world would be July, as it was already, in a way. July would walk into July and feel—stunned, flattered, maybe desire the size of a pea. Which is all that Stavroula needed.

“If I say no, that means you’ll walk?”

“Do you want to say no?”

Mr. Asbury adjusted himself on the stool. “She’ll think this is my idea.”

“You can tell her it isn’t.”

“You ought to tell her it isn’t.”

Stavroula bunched up the side of her apron. “You’re right. I’ll explain it to her.”

The email—that was the thing pushing her, from its place in her white apron that had only ever seen utensils. The letter was this one small thing that can change everything. It was this Let me explain you something that had been explaining to her, all night, what she needed to do. It had appeared in her in-box some time around midnight, addressed to all of the women in her family, and each time she read it she told herself it would be the last time. At four, she left her bed and her bull terrier, Dumpling. The blankets were a scramble. She started to email him a response. Instead, she rewrote her entire menu.

Fuck her hair.


DAY 8



Denial


God has to exist, because He is the only one who can do for You.

We cannot do for You.


CHAPTER 4



The alarm registered in razor-green flashes, one grinding wail blaring into the next, like spreadsheets opening within spreadsheets opening within spreadsheets, all of them inventorying her faults in a code that everyone tried to read but no one but her actually could. 10:31, she was officially thirty-one minutes late for work. 10:43, Litza answered Rob’s call. Of course it was him, who else was looking for her on a Sunday morning? Not her ex-husband—and not her friends, who were too fucked up for her these days, or too stuck on rehab repeat.

Could Rob blame her for sleeping in? No one should have to work insurance on Sundays in an office located on a street called Industrial Complex Row, but Litza herself had elected to work Sundays so that a) she could work from home three other days a week; b) none of the supervisors would be there to correct her when what she was doing was right to begin with; c) how would they know if she was doing it wrong, anyway? d) none of the cunts she worked with would be in to outpace her; e) Sunday was the Lord’s day to do with what she wanted; f) Sunday was actually an ambitious track for someone in her field, this was a way to get promoted, fuck her father that he thought she had no ambition; and g) Rob was fun. But this Sunday there were already a hundred E-100s to sort—all the leftover ones from the morning she and Rob went for pancakes.

What she could not handle today was mass denials.

Rob wanted to know, “Yo, you want to come grace us with your unhealthy presence?”

She could have reached the clock to turn off the alarm but didn’t. She said, “I’m not asking for that much, Robby. Just the pending sterilizations.”

The pending sterilizations he could do in his sleep, just like her, he joked. That wasn’t the issue, the pendings. The issue was it was a gorgeous Sunday. He had made them eggplant parmesan. Well, bought it from Carmen’s. She should come in, they’d kill the pendings and walk to the park for lunch. Yo, it was a beautiful day. The swans might be at the lake.

It was almost enough—this surprise of lunch, a promise of swans. It was his wanting that she wanted, the hard work of a nineteen-year-old eager for a woman in her late twenties to notice him, which made her, she realized, not all that different from her father. How could she ever take seriously a man—OK, kid—who wanted only to please her? She said, “You just have to run them as a batch appeal. It’s quick.” Knowing he’d cave.

She should have been promoted already, a jump from pay scale 4 to pay scale 6, whatever that was supposed to mean. Every job gave you aggravation, but at least here she didn’t have to be nice and pray that her niceness would get her somewhere. Here, it was brains and quotas, except that, before too long, here was just like everywhere else and they held off on the promotion when the cunts reported Litza talking on her cell during work hours. Thereafter she had to watch her back, that was the moral of the workplace, any workplace. Rob she could trust, because Rob she knew how to handle. But the cunts, they were the type to complain to the supervisors about how she spoke to customers and how she needed to ask colleagues for things differently, when Litza didn’t understand why the question had to be different if the answer was going to be the same regardless. She could say, “Is it pharma 636, cunt?” or she could say, “Is it pharma 636?” and the cunt would have to confirm it was or it was not 636. The dumbest people surrounding her, exactly like the ones who stood up at graduation to interrupt the dean, who was handing out associate’s degrees. Litza had been the only one listening to the dean’s remarks, she had been paying attention about how to get ahead, because she was smart. Her father couldn’t see this. Her father had refused to come.

Watch your back was the moral of family, too, of course, but that she learned early.

“I’m going through some family shit right now, Robby.” He wasn’t mad—if there was one thing he respected, it was being there for your family. He did whine like a baby for another minute, though. She promised that she’d be able to cover for him when his boys came into town, but knew she wouldn’t have to because he wouldn’t ask.

She went back to sleep. The second time she woke, it was to push the alarm off its shelf. The third time, it was voice mail pinging at her ear. She sat up to listen: Litza, ah, you and I have some things. To talk on together. Pause, laugh. Are you not answering because you have my email letter there in front of you? Pause. I know I have forbid you from the diner, but it is OK now that you come when there is not too much time.

She should send him a letter of her own final wishes. Dear Dad: Let me explain you. Don’t write me letters, don’t leave any more fucking messages.

But that was not her actual final wish. Her actual final wish would have nothing to do with her father.

A baby.

Even if all she had left to spend with it was ten days. Or one day. That would be enough for her, God. If He—obviously He—were listening. One day is too much to ask? God?

She brushed her teeth. She applied makeup that she did not need. Her unblemished skin made her appear tender, which was sometimes true. Her eyes were smoky brown with flecks of blue—where did those come from? No one in her family had eyes like hers. Often, when she got what she wanted, it was because of those eyes, large and intense and giving the unlikely impression that she was interested in what was spilling out of your mouth. Her hair was smoky, too, her hair was also her own; it surprised even Litza that her hair was not dark like Stavroula’s. But, whatever, she was skinny, and her boobs were perky, undeniably Greek. They were the reason every boy she’d ever been with called her his Greek Goddess, and she never confessed that the nickname had been used up already. She threw on a zebra-print shirt, slipped into some heels, added silver hyperbola earrings. The earrings, she had made herself.

One occasion—her wedding—Litza made jewelry for all of the women in her family. Now Litza made jewelry exclusively for strangers, people who, after visiting her online store, thought her an artist. Her family did not know the store existed—did not know she was an artist. At the moment she was into cement, had designed a pair of teardrop earrings that, truthfully, she could see on Stavroula. Before cement, there had been the copper phase, and before that, sterling silver. She liked working at 750-degree temperatures, did not yet trust herself with gold. Her jewelry was simple, modern, surprisingly the least complicated thing in her life and in no way representative of the jumble in her head. If she tried to go ornate, the piece said enough, and demanded she loosen up, and she got out of the way. That was why people were willing to sometimes pay for her hobby. Over the last few years, it was this hobby that brought Litza praise—some almost inexplicably generous. Many nights those online reviews were what got her to sleep, and then what got her to wake up two hours before work so she could heat up the soldering iron and discover what shape the next piece would take. The side money she was earning was almost enough to book a flight to Greece, finally give her a break from every fucking thing and person bringing stress into her life.

Litza opened the minifridge. The full-sized fridge had overheated or whatever coils did when they sizzled then crackled to death, and the landlord had posted a note to her door, Fridge’s luxury not necessity, see lease, but you can borrow this for now, and replaced the refrigerator with what might as well have been a cooler. You could keep eggs, butter, orange juice in it, some leftovers, vegetables, or you could keep, as she did, one bottle of soda and a tray of mealy pasta. She went to the diner.

Her father owned two diners, but she knew which one he meant. Her family always went to the Gala I; it was their second home. She hadn’t been to the other diner in years—some unlucky subordinate ran the Gala II and reported back to her father. The Gala I was the only thing going on in town, other than Diamond Lady, the purple warehouse strip joint so infamous that it had been on daytime talk shows. When they were teenagers Litza’s friends had filled out applications to work at Diamond Lady, but Litza had refused to set foot inside even as a joke.

Her drive to the diner took only seven minutes because she lived in the same shitty town. She got out of the car and flicked her cigarette, half-smoked. She winced at the glare from the diner, proudly covered in stainless steel. Her father liked to brag how, of the six hundred diners founded by Greeks from Philadelphia to New York between 1950 and 1983, the Gala I was the best.

The hostess kept her eyes away from Litza’s face like she didn’t want any trouble, and Litza kept staring her down simultaneously like a) You’re not worth any trouble and b) If I want to, I will, even though the girl looked perfectly sweet. Litza slunk into the same booth where, as children, she and Stavroula talked about eating so much candy that they would be able to replace their teeth with gold ones; Litza had snuck to the front and stolen the metal dish of dinner mints from the cashier, and they packed them into their mouths like extra teeth. No one in America had so many gold teeth as they were planning, until Stavroula gave in to something that Litza did not feel and brought the mints back.

Litza swallowed a half-mg of Xanax dry. The diner was shiny and right. Mirrors all over the place. And, for some reason, a statue of a Greek goat god, which had been here her entire life. The dessert case next to the hostess station was a temple; the glass was clean, not in shards as it was the last time when, as her father noted in his letter, she smashed it with a stool. Cakes were whole, not all over the floor, and Stavros was not instantly on his knees to gather the mess away from the eyes of the customers. That was the image of her father she would take to her grave, him on his knees sweeping all of the wet crumbs toward him, icing clinging to his bare forearms like Spackle. She would die with that vision of him, she was sure of it. What is the point, Dad, of gathering what’s ruined?

He knew she was here. He could come to her.

She flipped through the menu so that she did not have to meet anyone’s eye. It had gotten longer since she last looked. The menu promised, We never close, New Jersey! (Or, New York, or—anywhere you are Coming from!) Always, we are here for you, Twenty-four/Seven. Just like home. Then, page after page of diner items like pork roll, egg & cheese. Halfway through the menu, two full pages of welcome; in paragraph form, her father explained his philosophy behind every dish and its connection to the homeland. We Eat a Little, We have some Wine (BYOB), We thank the Cook. Sincerely, Your Greek Family.

That’s when Litza saw Toast Delight. Surrounded by self-respecting dishes was the concoction of warm milk and cereal and chocolate, the only meal she had ever actually seen her father prepare at home. It stunned her to see something so private listed at $7.50 and “New!” As children, Toast Delight excited and disgusted them. They forced their way into the kitchen, led by Mother, to gawk as their father poured milk into a bowl of frosted flakes smothered in Hershey’s syrup and chocolate chips and graham crackers, topped with refined sugar, and then boiled it in the microwave for a good two minutes. It was more porridge than toast, but porridge to him was white and tasteless. Toast Delight, he called it, because if I say cereal, you think cold. Toast, they all called it. They squealed. Did he wink at her, at them, every time the buzzer went off?
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