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Prologue

Southern Colorado


“The place is so peaceful now,” the old lady said, mostly to herself. It was a fine June day but still she pulled her coat tight, as if trying to guard against something unseen. “It’s all so peaceful now, even I find it hard to imagine it took place on this very spot.”


The teenage girl at her side looked at her grandmother. “What happened, Gran? Tell me. You’ve been acting kinda’ strange since you got up this morning.”


Her grandmother smiled and took her hand. “Oh, honey, it happened all so long ago when I was a little girl just a bit younger than you.”


“Gran, I know it’s something to do with when you were a little girl. Daddy told me last month that’s why we were coming here, because of what happened to you, and your mom and dad. He wouldn’t tell me anything more, said that was up to you. But, Gran, it’s gotta’ be important for us to come all the way here.”


“Well, your dad is right. It is important. You know, don’t you, that my mom and dad were from Crete. You know, in Greece. I’ve shown you pictures of the villages they came from. Remember?” The little girl nodded. “Let’s go for a walk, honey, and maybe that’ll make it easier for me to tell you.” Her grandmother smiled again, a smile that let you know that all was right in your world.


The girl slipped her arm though her grandmother’s and together they walked into the Colorado prairie. Apart from the muted noise of the traffic on the highway a mile away and the occasional chirrup of a bluebird, all was quiet. Even the wind seemed in thrall to the place and held its tongue. The flat grasslands stretched away endlessly. Only to the west was the landscape different, for there, dissected by small valleys and canyons, lay the foothills, a prelude to the high Rockies a few miles beyond.


As they picked their way among the gopher holes and mounds that dotted the field, and tried their best to avoid the cow pats, baked hard and crusty by the wind and sun, the two of them came across old broken bottles and bits of rusted tin cans, a fragment of a broken plate or the handle of a china cup. The old lady would sometimes stop and look around her. She was seeing something else in the prairie field, something that nobody else could see, something that, by the look in her eyes, was ineffably sad.


They stopped again. The older of the two looked first west and then east, as though trying to orient herself to some unknown point. “Yes, I think this is where our tent was.” The girl pursed her brow. Then, the old lady nodded slightly to the south. “Yes,” she whispered to herself, “that’s where Sally and Frank’s tent must have been. Sally was my best friend you know, I played with her every day. And Frank was such a fun little boy, he used to tease his little sister no end, sometimes make her cry until his mom laid down the law and he had to stop. But even though he teased her, you know it was Frank who was always there to help her when she got into trouble; it was Frank who…”


She stopped in mid-sentence and could no longer stop the tears welling in her eyes. She began to take short labored breaths, and her granddaughter became a little frightened, because Gran had had problems with her breathing for the last few years. Although the granddaughter was barely in her teens, still she held her grandmother’s waist as though her own body might just for a while bear the burden her grandmother felt so heavily.


“Are you okay, Gran? We can go back to the car anytime. Daddy can have you back in the hotel in twenty minutes.”


“Don’t worry, sweetie, just the ghosts of yesterday saying hello to me.” She crossed herself, and continued on across the flat expressionless landscape.


They came to a steep arroyo. It was about fifty feet deep and its edge was covered with the debris that they’d seen all across the prairie field – broken crockery, metal and smashed glass. Here it was so thick on the ground it looked like a garbage dump. The old lady looked into the arroyo’s depths and shuddered.


A little further on they came to the remains of a large concrete-lined water cistern dug into the ground. It had filled in over the years and wild prairie grasses now grew where fresh water had once been stored. The cistern was about ten yards from the railroad line that still carried freight up and down the Front Range of the Rockies. In the distance, as it made its way down from Denver, they heard a train’s horn, the most mournful and lonely sound in the world. The old lady looked into the cistern and she crossed herself again.


Finally, they completed their circuit of the prairie field and came back to the car, where her son patiently waited.


“I think I can look at it now, Nik,” she whispered.


Together with her son and granddaughter she walked from the make-shift parking lot, through an iron gate and into a small fenced paddock. It contained a granite memorial bearing a list of names, and two statues, one of a man, the other of a woman holding a child. On the ground nearby, lay a large metal panel hinged to a concrete flange. The son lifted the panel to reveal a set of steps going down about six feet into a concrete-lined cellar.


“This was the Death Pit.” Her voice became almost inaudible. “Or at least that’s what it’s called now. Of course, it wasn’t like this years ago. I suppose the union wanted to make sure it was never filled in.”


Nik embraced his mother, held her tight, and finally her tears came and wouldn’t stop, as memories flooded back into the old woman’s mind. Sob after sob wracked her body, and the granddaughter clung to her, afraid of what her grandma, brave and strong, had become.


Finally, the tears slowed. She looked at her granddaughter.


“Maria, this place is called Ludlow and the day after tomorrow there is going to be a memorial service for what happened here years ago. Men died here, and innocent women and children, too, some of them younger than you. Murdered, if the truth be known. They didn’t want to be rich, just to have a decent place to live and work.”


She took her granddaughter in her arms and gently held her. “I’m fine now, sweetheart. Let’s go back to the car, your dad can drive us back to Trinidad and I’ll have a cup of tea before dinner. And then I’ll try and tell you what happened here all those years ago.”


Back at the hotel, the old lady was true to her word, and over two cups of tea that stretched for the better part of an hour, she told Maria and Nik what had happened on that prairie field all those years ago.


“Gran,” Maria yelled, “you should write this down.”


The old lady chuckled. “That’s exactly what granpa always said, too. But, you know I never really had time, what with helping in the business and bringing up your dad. He was quite the handful, you know.”


Nik smiled. He’d heard this complaint before. “Ma, she’s right, you know. That’s a heck of a story.”


The old lady smiled again. “Well, as it happens, I haven’t been completely idle these past few years. And one of the reasons I wanted to come back here after all this time was to see what the place looked like, to see if my memory was pretty close to what it was really like.


“Look, I want to be around a lot longer, so don’t go all sad on me, but I’m no spring chicken and when I do join Granpa, God rest his soul, you’ll find a little parcel waiting for you, little Maria, at my lawyer’s. Don’t worry, he knows all about it. You can do with it what you want.”


And with that, the old lady stood up and declared firmly that all this talking had made her ravenous and she was going to the restaurant even if they weren’t.










Part One 
Crete 1900
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The shotgun blasts rolled through the valley. The men lowered their guns and looked at each other expectantly. In the distance they heard the chapel bell toll midnight, and then all the villagers in unison shouted “Christos Anesti,” Christ is Risen. “Alithos Anesti,” Truly He is Risen. Their voices filled the small village square in a paean of hope. As the villagers yelled the timeless litany, young men lit a bonfire that quickly turned the darkness of the night into day, and everybody watched the flames hungrily devour the life-size Judas effigy perched atop the pyre. The men broke out their raki flasks and toasted the resurrection of the Lord, their God. Truly he is Risen. And truly this year, they prayed, things would be better.


The smell of lamb and goats baking in the village ovens made everybody hungry and they nibbled on kaltsounia, delicious cheese pies. Eagerly they anticipated the feast that awaited them, for at least tonight and tomorrow nobody in the village would go hungry.


At the edge of the square a small man stood alone. He called out, “Spiro, drink with me.”


Spiro Andrakis dutifully obeyed his father. In one gulp, Spiro tossed down a tumbler of the clear liquid and felt its fire burn its way to his stomach. As the bonfire crackled and threw huge sparks into the night sky, Spiro looked at his father and smiled wistfully. He remembered his father as a strong and vibrant farmer; how he would lift him onto his shoulders as they walked out of the village to tend to their olive groves or to make sure the flock was safe for the night. Those were the memories that Spiro wanted to etch into his mind forever. But now all Spiro saw was a broken husk of a man. His father was only in his early forties, but his back was bent and his face creased with the lines of a lifetime of worry and hunger. Spiro knew that if he stayed on Crete his father’s fate awaited him.


Spiro was almost twenty-one and still retained the strength and vigor of youth. He was not a tall man, few Cretans were, but his shoulders were broad. His round face was not yet lined by the cares of living, and his smile was still genuine. He was popular around the village and not a few girls had dreamt longingly of him, but he had remained unattached.


“Drink with me, son, for I do not know when we will drink again.” Spiro tossed back another tumbler and saw that his father’s eyes were wet with tears.


“Don’t say that, Papa, you know I’ll only be in America long enough to make my fortune and then I’ll return. I promised you and Mama, and I will keep that vow.”


“No, Spiro, don’t make promises you may not be able to keep.”


Spiro held his silence and simply looked away.


At that moment, Manoli, Spiro’s best friend from childhood, came over, carrying a glass of raki that he kept sloshing onto the ground, try as he might to keep it all in the glass. “Ah, there you are,” Manoli slurred his words, at the same time inadvertently spraying his drink all over Spiro’s father. “Ah, there you are. Why don’t we fill our glasses and drink to this glorious day. For He is risen, Spiro, He is risen.”


Spiro’s father walked over to a group of older villagers who were standing at the door of the church. He shook their hands and said his farewells. Spiro deliberately turned his head away, but out of the corner of his eye he could see his father look back at him and wipe his eyes. Not for the first time, Spiro wondered if he was doing the right thing, leaving when his family needed him. But Spiro also knew that there was little future for him on the island; it was well-nigh impossible to make a living, and leaving, hard though it was, was for the best.


Spiro issued a command. “Manoli, get me drunk. Make me forget what I’m supposed to do tomorrow. Please.”


Manoli hugged his friend. “I won’t do that. I’ve seen you drunk. First you get sad, and then you get mad, and then all hell breaks loose. No thank you, not tonight.” He laughed. “Come on. Let’s see where the others are.”


Spiro allowed himself to be led away from the crowd of villagers in search of their friends. The two of them walked up the narrow lane past Spiro’s house. It was attached to the village’s wine and olive press, and in better years the Andrakis family had been relatively wealthy. But hard times had hit the island again. Now, although the family still pressed the harvest, prices were so low as to make it not worth their while. Only the duty of tradition kept them at it year after year after year.


Manoli and Spiro came into a small square at the southern end of the village where they met three of their friends coming to celebrate around the bonfire. They were carrying shotguns and laughing at the noise they had made through the valley right before the church bell began to peal. Despite his wish fifteen minutes earlier, Spiro chose to stay sober. He knew that he always became maudlin when he drank too much, and sometimes, Manoli was right, he became violent. This, together with what lay in store for him tomorrow, did not make the party the one his friends had planned for him. Within an hour, Spiro made his farewells, promising he would see them all before he set off tomorrow. Alone and sad beyond a depth he had ever felt before, he made his way home.


He walked up the alley, lit by the lanterns the family had set out earlier that evening. They were still up when he arrived home, all awaiting his return. His mother was sitting in front of the fire stirring a pot of boiled lamb; his father was next to her, cleaning his shotgun; and his young sister, Anastasia, was busy laying out sweet biscuits.


The walk home in the crisp spring air had cleared Spiro’s head of the little liquor he had drunk, but he couldn’t shake his sadness. He noticed his mother had been crying, for her eyes were red. She put on a smile when Spiro came through the threshold.


He kissed her gently on her forehead. He long ago realized that like her husband, his mother had been beaten into submission by life on the island. Her every day was an unceasing struggle to keep her family fed and clothed.


“Christos Anesti, Mama.”


“Alithos anesti, pethi mou,” his mother replied. Truly he is risen, my child.


“I’m glad you’ve come back so soon,” she whispered. “When Papa said you’d gone off with Manoli, we didn’t know if we’d ever see you again.” She tried to smile, but it was too difficult for her. Anastasia offered her family a plate of sweets, and Spiro took one even though he was not hungry.


The four of them sat in silence in front of the little fireplace, its flames throwing their shadows onto the walls like so many ghosts in a macabre dance of death.


Spiro woke before dawn and lay there for a few moments. He could hear nothing but his father’s snores from the other end of the house, and through the thin curtain separating his bed from Anastasia’s he heard only the gentle murmuring of his little sister as she slept peacefully on.


He remembered how as a child he would curl up in this very bed with the sheets pulled up over his head, hoping against hope that he could stay there forever, safe in its warmth. He looked up at the stone arch that ran the whole length of the house, thinking of how he would count the stones until he fell asleep. But the pain of that childhood memory was too sweet to bear, and so slowly, taking care not to make any noise, he got up. He dressed quickly and silently, his clothes and the few personal possessions he was taking with him wrapped in a thick cloth at the side of his bed. While he had promised his family that he would wake them before he left, he knew that it would all be too painful and that his family felt the same way.


Spiro looked around. How many generations of Andrakises had walked this floor? He drew out a small envelope from his pocket and placed it on the small table by the fireplace. In the envelope was a letter explaining why he had left the way he had. “Until I come back,” the letter ended. “Please pray for me as I will pray for you.” The village priest had helped Spiro write the letter and would be able to read it to his parents. As the words mama and papa formed in his brain, Spiro choked with sadness. He feared deep in his heart that his letter was a lie meant to ease his family’s pain. That he would never see them again. That he would never again tend sheep with his father. That he would never again hear his mother scolding him for stealing a piece of stew before she had put the pot on the table. And that never again would he lift little Anastasia onto his broad shoulders and carry her down the village street to the church on a Sunday morning, or tickle her nose with a blade of grass as they lay under an olive tree in the hot summer sun.


Quietly he picked up his cloth bag and opened the door. He turned around and one last time surveyed the living room. He slowly took the picture in as though he wanted to keep it fresh in his memory forever. The olive wood glowed in the fireplace. A small photograph of his grandfather taken just before his death a few years ago stared grimly at him, as though he disapproved of what he was doing. The lingering smell of lamb, sweet biscuits and olive oil filled his nostrils. Spiro Andrakis crossed himself, kissed the small icon to the Panagia, Mary Mother of God, which hung by the door, and stepped across the threshold.


At the other end of the house, in bed behind a curtain, his mother had lain awake most of the night, dreading this moment, and she heard the click of the door as Spiro gently closed it. She rolled over onto her side and sobbed quietly to herself. Her only son had gone.


Spiro had the village to himself. He managed a half-smile as he heard the neighbor’s cock crow. He remembered how the villagers would laugh that if the damned thing ever crowed when it was supposed to they’d all be dead, because a miracle had happened and the Second Coming of The Lord was on them.


Spiro didn’t have to meet the agent of the shipping company until six that evening, in the port of Chania, about twenty miles to the west. He wanted his last trip on his homeland to be a special one, one that would allow him one final look. So, instead of walking north and then skirting the coast, Spiro immediately cut west from his village and crossed the low lying hills that ran to the sea. He had figured that the journey would take most of the day, as he intended to take his time. The young Cretan could just make out ahead of him the silhouette of the Turkish fort on the headland for which he was making. After several hours of walking he began the final steep climb to the crest of the hill and he could feel the light around him getting stronger. He stopped and turned back. To the east the sun had risen fully over the hills and bathed the olive-grove plains below. Breathless from the exertion, Spiro sat down on a rock and lit a cigarette. Before him lay the Bay of Souda, the rising sun turning the sea a deep red color that reminded Spiro of the local wine his family had made for generations.


He let the nicotine seep deeply into his lungs, his eyes following a steamer that was making its way slowly out of the bay into the open Aegean. Soon you’ll be on a ship like that, he told himself. First Piraeus, then Patras, the priest said it is on the west coast of the mainland, and then New York. Suddenly, he became excited by what lay before him. He, Spiro Andrakis, was off to America. And maybe he would make his fortune, and then after all maybe he could come back to his little village, marry a good girl, raise a huge family and keep everyone safe and warm for the rest of their lives. You were sad last night, he chided himself, but that was last night. Papa was wrong. And you were, as well. You will come back one day and drink wine with him.


Spiro jumped up, eager to be on his way. Almost as an afterthought, he looked back, bade his little valley farewell and began the descent to Chania.


While Spiro sat with his family that last night, in a village south of Chania another family was getting ready for sleep. The Easter celebrations had tired them, and Niko and Anastasia Petroulakis began their nightly ritual. Anastasia snuffed out the oil lamps and Niko made sure the fire in the hearth was properly damped down for the night. Their eighteen-year-old daughter, Maria, had felt a tension between them all through the Easter service, and she had gone to her room, as soon as they had arrived home. She was tired, too, and wanted all her energies for tomorrow.


After they had finished their nightly chores, Anastasia took a small oil lamp, lit it and placed it on the rough table that her father had made as part of her dowry. She sat down in front of the fire and looked at her husband. Her words were gentle but firm.


“Husband, let me tell you what you yourself said months ago. It was you who said that we could no longer get enough from our little piece of land to make ends meet. It was you who told us that Greece was never going to get any better. It was you who said America was our only chance.”


Niko resignedly poked the fire in their small living room as though trying to find something to do other than respond. Finally he nodded. “I know, my dear, I know. And it’s true. But my family has lived here forever, and…” He let the last sentence hang in the air, and the smoke from the dying fire snatched it and carried it up into the black sky above.


Anastasia knew what he was thinking, the way she’d known his every thought since they’d married twenty-five years ago. His thoughts were of their only son, Dimitri, who had died fighting the Turks just a few years earlier, and whose bones lay in the village graveyard along with those of countless other generations of their family.


“I know your mind, husband. But on his sainted grave, I believe that Dimitri, could he speak, would tell us we’re doing the right thing. He would tell us that slowly dying of starvation is no life. We have little Maria to think of. Dimitri would tell us that, too.”


Niko Petroulakis could only nod. He knew what they were doing was right, but that didn’t make it any easier. His wife stood up and laid her hand on his shoulder. He forced a smile. “You are right, wife. Come on, let’s go to bed. Tomorrow we go to America.”


“Maria, Maria, Maria, come on, girl, we need to go,” Anastasia scolded her daughter. “Don’t you realize that big ships don’t wait for anybody.”


“Oh, hush, woman, leave her be.” Her father jumped to the daughter’s defense, but smiled at his wife nonetheless.


“I’m coming, Mama.” Maria’s young voice was enthusiastic and her infectious laugh cheered her mother and father. Gone were the uncertainties of yesterday evening. All three of them were ready to move to the New World.


An hour earlier, Niko’s brother and his wife had joined them for they too were off to America, and Maria impatiently watched the two men load their small set of trunks onto the cart that their neighbor Thanasi had offered them for the journey to Chania. The three men tied the trunks down tight, for the road they were to take was bumpy and dangerous in places. Anastasia and Maria walked around their tiny home one last time. As they came out, wiping their eyes, Thanasi teased them. “No crying, ladies. I wish I was going with you. In two years’ time, you’ll be back here, rich Americans, and then you probably won’t even speak to poor old Thanasi.”


Maria rushed to him held the old man tight. “I’ll never forget you. I mean it. I won’t even when we’re rich.”


Now that the cart was loaded, there was no need any more for them to delay their departure. Thanasi would come with them to Chania, so that he could take the cart back home.


Niko had estimated that the trip would take them until late afternoon. The two families looked at the weather ahead of them. The clouds were moving in from the west, but at most they would have a little rain. Niko and Thanasi sat up front, and Maria, her mother and her aunt made themselves as comfortable as they could amongst the suitcases, while Maria’s uncle walked alongside the cart. Thanasi slapped the donkey’s rump, and the small company set off. The cart had no springs and the wheels were worn, so the three women felt every bump in the road. After an hour, Maria cried out, “Papa, I’m jumping out. I can’t take it anymore.” She laughed and with childish abandon leapt over the side of the cart. Even the light drizzle that had begun to fall did not dampen her spirits.


“That’s better,” she yelled. As the teenager skipped along the side of the road, she marveled again at what she and her family were about to do. Go to America, can you believe it? America, where everybody is rich. Go on a huge ship. America. Meet Cousin Yanni there, get jobs in New York, and live like royalty. At least that’s what his last letter said. As she passed the time daydreaming, she picked some of the first spring flowers, beautiful purple and yellow on tall stalks. Maria knitted herself a small garland. “See, Mama, now I’m a real princess. Like I’ll be in America.”
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The walk tired Spiro more than he had imagined. As he dropped to the coast he passed the new docks at Souda with huge naval vessels rocking at anchor, their guns pointing out menacingly like the porcupine he had once seen in a book the village priest had. Carrying on, he finally caught his first glimpse of the city walls. Entering the city gate he walked towards the harbor, then past the old arsenali where the Venetians had once stored their galleys. Spiro had only ever been to Chania once before and he was nervous at its size and strangeness. Although his stomach was growling he wanted to make sure everything for his trip was settled before he would allow himself the luxury of a meal, and so he steadfastly ignored the temptation of the numerous tavernas that fringed the small harbor.


When he had bought the ticket months ago, Spiro had been told to look for a large office, flying an American flag, by the harbor mosque. This was the office of the Greek-American Shipping Company, and it was here he would find the agent who would start him and the other immigrants on their long voyage to the New World. Spiro was dismayed when he couldn’t see any office that fitted the description. Dismay turned to fear when he thought this might have been a big fraud and that even now some cheat in Chania was laughing at how those stupid Cretans had given him their money, thinking they were off to America. As he stood there, unsure what to do, a young boy of about ten came up to him. The urchin had no shoes, and his clothes were tattered beyond repair. Holding his hand out, he asked Spiro for an Easter alm, for something to eat. Spiro dug into his pocket, but at the last minute, before he flicked the drachma coin at the boy, he stopped and said, “Boy, you can eat, but only if you tell me where the Greek-American office is.”


The boy blinked, as though he hadn’t heard Spiro correctly. “Office, are you joking? Office? How about that tent over there?” The boy pointed behind the mosque, and there Spiro saw a small, circular gray-colored tent. Its shape told him that it had once been used by the Army, but even the soldiers had apparently given up on it and sold it on. Spiro flipped the boy his coin and walked on over.


Spiro’s heart sank. Is this the office of the great Greek-American Shipping Company? Is this what’s going to get me to the promised land? As he got nearer, he noticed that something appeared to be hanging from the center pole of the tent. It was two flags, one Greek and one American. The breeze had wrapped the two of them around each other.


Spiro was wondering what to do next, when he heard someone shouting. He turned around to see a small, rather portly man, waving at him frantically, trying to run as best he could and shouting something. The hubbub of the harbor made it mostly unintelligible, but Spiro did hear the words, American, wait, coming. Now that he had Spiro’s attention, the man slowed down.


“Welcome, my friend,” the man panted at Spiro, as at last he made it to the tent. “Please, just a minute, let me get my breath. I am the agent for the Greek-American Shipping Company.” The man’s demeanor instilled as much confidence in Spiro as the tent had. He was in his fifties and continuously mopped his brow with a large red handkerchief. He wore a battered felt fez which had seen much better days. One half of his shirt front was hanging out of his trousers as the shirt did battle with the man’s stomach to see who could stay in the longest, and his suspenders seemed about to give up the ghost at any minute as his trousers bobbed up and down on his waist at an alarming rate. Spiro couldn’t help but chuckle. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is George.”


Spiro noticed that he used the American version of his name. That made Spiro feel a little better; perhaps the man had actually been to America.


“I take it, young man, you are sailing tonight?”


Spiro nodded. “Here is my ticket.”


The man looked at it and then walked into the tent. He came out a few minutes later, with a large bundle of papers.


“Spiro, can I call you Spiro, these are the papers you need. Guard them with your life. There are three tickets, one from Chania to Athens, one to Patras, and then the last is to New York. Everything is in order. Also, there’s some papers for the immigration people. Don’t worry, everything is in order. Yes, everything is in order.” Spiro didn’t like the way George kept repeating that phrase; it was as if he was trying to convince himself as much as Spiro.


Spiro looked over the papers. They didn’t mean much to him; he wasn’t much good at reading, but the fancy picture at the top of the papers of a large boat, two flags and what he thought was the Statue of Liberty at least made the papers look official.


“Er, what do I do now?”


“Well, you wait, Spiro, you wait. See that boat over there?” He pointed to a small wooden caique anchored at the harbor mouth. It looked very small, thought Spiro. “That’s our boat,” the agent continued. “We can board at nine tonight. Should be in Athens in three or four days, good weather and God willing. Don’t worry, everything is in order.” There was that phrase again. “Until then, why don’t you join the rest of our little party. Most of them are in one of the tavernas where you came in.” Spiro didn’t know what else to do, so he thanked the agent and went in search of food and drink.


After walking an hour, Maria and her family had left the valley and arrived at the wide fertile plain around Chania. It was full of olive trees, vineyards and smallholdings that looked much more prosperous than their own. Below lay the city. Maria made out the domes of the Orthodox churches and the Moslem minarets, as well as the huge mansions once owned by wealthy Venetians before the Ottomans had occupied the island. And beyond, where the sparkling Aegean began, she saw the majestic curve of the old harbor wall with the centuries-old lighthouse standing at its seaward end, their destination. Her feet were sore, and she wanted to get there as quickly as possible so that she could rest. But it took the party another two hours of walking before Maria could finally sit down.


“Maria, go sit over there while we see the man about the tickets.” Maria’s mother pointed to a small stone bench against a wall. Maria nodded and gratefully did as she was told, glad to take the pressure off her aching feet. As she rested she looked around her and took in the picture. The harbor was crammed with fishing vessels. The fishermen sat in the shade by their boats, mending nets or chatting as they got ready for their evening expeditions. Excitement overcoming her sore feet, Maria decided to take a closer look at a freshly painted caique. As she walked past a seedy-looking tavern she heard a voice.


“Hey, darlin’, you look lost. Come over here, we’ll help you.” Five French sailors were sitting at a table outside the taverna, clearly enjoying themselves by the number of empty wine jugs on their table. Maria didn’t understand what they were saying, but she knew from their looks that it wasn’t good. Her face colored and she hurried on.


“Come on, honey, we’ll look after you.” One of them stood up and ran the ten paces to her. He grabbed her arm from behind and tried to pull her around to face him. “You need a drink, come over here.”


Maria was terrified. Nobody had ever grabbed her like this before. She tried to pull away but the sailor’s grip was too strong.


As the sailor began to drag her back to his friends, a hand clamped down on his arm. Maria heard someone firmly say in Greek, “Malaka, ghamisou. Jerk-off, fuck yourself. She’s my sister.”


Maria paled; she had heard Thanasi swear like that, but only once, when a tax collector had tried to get a bribe off him.


The sailor turned to face the intruder. Maria saw the Frenchman flinch. She looked at the stranger and saw why the sailor was afraid. The other man was small, but his barrel chest showed that he could be more than a handful in a fight. But worst was the stranger’s eyes. They were inhuman, nothing in them but a cold, lifeless stare. Maria shivered and involuntarily crossed herself.


The Frenchman took the chance to escape. The other sailors stood up to help him but he waved them down. “Hey, sorry, didn’t know.” He let go of Maria’s arm and hurried back to the group. He said something and laughed. The group laughed back, but whether at him or with him Maria couldn’t tell.


Now that the crisis was over, Maria felt tears beginning to roll down her cheeks. I must look quite pathetic, she told herself. The man who had rescued her now started to walk away, as though embarrassed by what he’d done, but Maria called to him. “Thank you for what you did. I…” She wanted to say more, but she couldn’t think of anything else.


The man stopped and turned back to her. “I’m sorry I swore, I don’t normally, but, you know, if you were my sister, well…” He hesitated. “You look like you could do with a glass of water. Where are your parents? You shouldn’t be here alone.”


Maria started to explain, but it seemed it would take too long, so she simply said, “Oh, they’ll be along soon.”


“Well, that’s good. Like I said, you shouldn’t be here alone.”


The stranger smiled at her, and Maria saw his eyes twinkle in a way that quite took her breath away, quite different from a minute ago. Although he was only a few years older than Maria, there was something about him that made her feel safe and, if she was honest with herself, different in ways that both excited and frightened her at the same time. And it just wasn’t what he’d done to the sailor. No, it was something else, and she had no idea what it was.


Maria heard her father calling her name, and she turned to see him running towards the two of them. He took Maria’s arm and was about to say something when Maria interjected. “Papa, it’s fine, this man helped me. I was silly, he helped me.” Niko looked doubtful but he nodded at the stranger nonetheless.


“Come on, child, I have our tickets.” Niko saw the man’s ticket sticking out of his jacket pocket. He gestured, “You off to America, too?”


The man nodded.


“Well, I suppose we’d better get to know each other. I am Niko Petroulakis. My daughter, Maria.”


“My name is Spiro, Spiro Andrakis. I am pleased to meet you.”
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The two of them knew what they were doing. They were old hands at this. Practice makes perfect. They had chosen the victim two hours earlier and now it was time to act. Patiently they waited for him to leave the bar. He was about thirty-five years old; all they knew about him was that he was a miner, perhaps Italian. They didn’t know his name, nor did they need to. They saw him stagger slightly, stop and then look around slowly as though trying to clear his head before proceeding. They watched him walk slowly up the main street of the town. They waited as he slipped into the shadows of a building. They saw him fumble with his fly buttons, take a satisfying piss, button his trousers back up, and then continue on his way. At the point where the road left the town and continued on into the canyon, his two followers quickened their pace.


Right on time, a third man stepped out of the shadows of the trees. He acted drunk. He fumbled for a cigarette and asked the miner for a match. The miner obliged and was about to say something when the man coldly and efficiently drove his fist into his stomach. As the miner doubled up in pain, he received a knee in his chin. He dropped to the ground.


The other two caught up with them and picked the miner up. They walked him back into the shadows and held him erect while the third man took out a bar of metal about an inch across from his pocket. It had been bent back double upon itself. He held it so that one half was in the palm of his right hand and the other curved over his knuckles. He nodded to his accomplices and then he began to punch the miner, slowly and systematically. He started on the chest and then went to the arms but he never touched the face. The miner started to scream but one of the men put his hand over his mouth. None of the three attackers had yet said a word.


The miner groaned, barely able to stand up. He had almost passed out but the three of them knew their job. They waited until he had regained some of his senses. And then they began again.


This time the man hit harder. He heard a rib crack, then a second. Almost time now to stop.


Two of them continued to hold the miner tight. He sagged forward from their grip. The man with the bar took the victim’s hair, yanked his head back and looked straight into his face. The miner stared into his torturer’s eyes. He felt fear like he had never known before, a fear that turned his testicles to liquid. He felt warm slimy shit sliding down the inside of his trousers and sour vomit rising up his gullet.


The man holding the miner’s hair spoke the only words he would ever say to the victim. “We saw you leave that union meeting. If you go near the union again, you’ll remember this as a picnic.” The miner hesitated. “Fuckin’ wop. Do you understand?” He spoke slowly as though talking to a child. The miner nodded. The man let go of his victim’s hair and at the same time crashed a powerhouse punch straight into his face. He heard the cartilage and gristle snap as the nose splayed over the miner’s cheek. Blood splattered his face. They let him fall to the ground. He didn’t move.


The three of them looked at each other. “Come on,” one of them said, “still time for a beer.”


It was a long way from Crete to Colorado, but Spiro Andrakis and Maria Petroulakis had made it. The hardness of the Atlantic voyage, the disappointments of New York, whose streets they quickly discovered were not paved with gold, Spiro’s long courtship before their marriage was allowed by her father, and then the long train journey to the coalfields of southern Colorado seemed several lifetimes away.


What once had been the pristine and harshly beautiful foothills of the Southern Rockies was now an industrial wasteland where lived and worked thousands of miners and their families, most of them recent immigrants from southern and Eastern Europe. The Colorado Fuel and Iron Company, a part of the Rockefeller financial empire, was the largest of the coal companies in southern Colorado and employed over 14,000 miners. The coalmines and their towns were strung along the eastward-running canyons that crossed the foothills. The mine entrances were dug into the canyon walls that rose up two hundred feet or more.


Together with Anna, their ten-year-old daughter, Spiro and Maria lived in the town of Berwind, situated right in the middle of the biggest coalmine in southern Colorado. Berwind was not really a town at all, just a collection of houses on the floor of the canyon, some built by the Colorado Fuel and Iron Company and rented out to the miners, others jerry built on company land. Besides the houses, there were mine offices, a schoolhouse, a jail and two general stores. And, of course, the mine workings: the ever-hungry tipples, their mouths always open for their daily feeding of coal, the mountains of waste slag and coal awaiting transportation to the ovens for processing into coke for the steel mills in Pueblo sixty miles to the north, overwhelming noise most of the time as trucks moved coal from one place to another, the trains ferrying materials up and down the canyon, the horses, donkeys and automobiles, their fumes adding to the pall of yellow smog that shrouded the whole valley. The small streams that cut through the canyon ran black with coal dust and, if the latrines backed up, with something much worse. Here lived seven hundred men, women and children.


Maria knew that Spiro hated mining, but it was the only job he could find with even the promise of decent pay, and she loved him for hardly ever complaining about his lot in life. Still, it was a letdown for both of them after the promises they had made each other on their voyage to America.


Mining was one of the most dangerous jobs in the world, and also one of the most physically demanding. The mineshafts and work rooms, where the miners pick-axed the coal from the seams, were rough cut, and standing and walking in the mine passages for hours on end meant that a miner’s boots bore the brunt of that work. The soles could only be replaced so many times and once the uppers had worn thin the boots had to be thrown away. The constant physical demands of digging at the coal face destroyed boots and clothes even faster than it destroyed the men who wore them.


Spiro desperately needed new boots. He had saved up for them for months and now that he had enough money he marched down to the company store, family in tow. Maria could see the disappointment in his face as soon as the shopkeeper told him that they didn’t have any boots in his size.


“Never mind, Maria, let’s go to town. We’ll go for the day and we can buy little Anna that pistachio ice cream she loves.”


Although her birth name was Anastasia, Maria and Spiro always called her Anna. “We’re all Americans now,” they once grandly told her. “Citizens of the greatest country on earth, so we should act like Americans.” So, Anna the little girl became. Not that she minded, for like her mama said, Anastasia was a mouthful for anybody, let alone a ten-year-old girl. Spiro and Maria’s English was not very good and they spoke in Greek a lot of the time. But they always insisted that family talk be in English as much as possible, so that Anna could practice and perhaps sound not quite so foreign. In truth, Anna’s English was far better than her parents’ thanks to her schooling in Berwind. Consequently, conversations between the three were a combination of Greek and English; Anna precociously called it Greeklish. Anna still carried, even with her meager diet, the remains of her baby fat, but she was beginning to show the same beauty as her mother. Her face was developing the contours that would set her apart from other women for the rest of her life, and her hair was gaining a lustrous, blue-black sheen to it. Maria paid special attention to Anna’s hair, washing it more than Anna liked and never failing to comb it for ten minutes every day.


“Anna,” her mother more than once had chastised her, “I can’t dress you in lovely clothes, but with this hair, you don’t need them. So, hush, little girl, and let me finish.”


Maria wasn’t too keen on Spiro’s plan to buy new boots. “Look, Spiro, it’s not good to buy outside the camp. You know what the company thinks. Let’s wait until they have your size.”


’No, no,” he quickly replied. “It’s no problem now. We don’t have to buy from them anymore, and I have real American dollars, not just the company scrip. I hate paying their prices anyway. They’re always double the prices in town. Besides, Anna has her heart set on her ice cream, and we can’t disappoint her now, can we?’


Anna looked at her mother and smiled.


“Oh, my sweet love,” Maria smiled back, “you’re just like your papa. How can I fight that?”


So the next day, a gloriously warm Saturday, she packed them a small picnic lunch of bread, cheese and apples, and in a wagon that Spiro had borrowed for the trip they set off for Trinidad, fifteen miles to the south. It was so beautiful a day that Spiro even allowed Anna to bring along her pet dog, Kali, who curled up in the back, her head resting on her mistress’s lap. Anna had found the dog scavenging in the garbage dump a couple of months ago and had started playing with her. When Anna began to walk back home, the mangy pup had followed her. At first, Anna tried to shoo her away, knowing that a dog, however adorable, was still another mouth to feed. But the puppy was so thin and timid that Anna and Maria both took pity on her, and so despite her father’s objections the little dog found a home. It was Anna who chose the little dog’s name, the Greek word for good.


As they left Berwind and moved east down the canyon into the open grasslands that stretched hundreds of miles to the east, the sulfurous yellow clouds began to dissipate. Crossing the railroad that ran from Denver and on into New Mexico to the south they picked up the main road to Trinidad. Behind them they heard a horn as a train pulled into the nearby Ludlow rail depot.


The trip to Trinidad took over three hours but the Andrakises didn’t mind. It was a beautiful day, and as Anna kept telling them, she had her beloved mama and papa and they were going to get pistachio ice cream, oh, and Papa’s new boots. The prairie grasses waved in the wind as though God Himself was gently passing His hand through them, the cattle contentedly munched their fill and the birds sang. It was so different from the filth and grime of where they lived, so glorious a day that even Maria said she didn’t miss her homeland quite so much.


The wagon wheels creaked ominously as the family made its way over the rickety bridges that spanned the deep gullies that filled with rushing water during the spring run-off.


“Mama, what is that funny name you and Papa call the gullies?”


Maria smiled. “Arroyos, little lady, arroyos.”


“Well, I can’t say that so I’m gonna call them gullies.” She skipped off the wagon and ran alongside it, throwing bits of wood she picked up alongside the road for Kali to retrieve, impatient to get to Trinidad.


Trinidad, which straddled the Purgatoire River, was the Las Animas county seat and a market center for surrounding farms and ranches, one of many similar towns that had been founded in the last hundred years along the east flank of the Rockies. The town’s wealth was enhanced by the coalfields and the three rail lines that intersected in its center. Trinidad boasted hotels, restaurants, churches, lots of different shops and all the goods that a person could want, not that most miners could afford to buy them.


Crossing the river, the Andrakises slowly rode down Main Street before stopping in front of one of the town’s shoe stores. They tied the horse to a hitching post and stepped onto the boardwalk that fronted the shops. The boardwalk was dusty for it hadn’t rained much in over a month, but Maria knew that the mid-summer rains would soon be upon them and then the streets would turn into rivers of mud. Many of the people, she saw with envy, were busy shopping, their arms loaded down with bags and packages. Others were simply enjoying a pleasant stroll. Husbands and wives walked arm in arm; children played ball or chased each other for the sheer fun of it. Automobiles jostled with horses, carts and wagons for space on the streets.


It took the three of them an hour, trudging through just about every shoe store in Trinidad, before Spiro came upon the right pair of boots, an hour that saw his wife and daughter getting more and more impatient.


“You really are worse than a woman, Spiro,” Maria teased him, not altogether jokingly. Even Anna asked him when he’d be done, as maybe Mr. Cassano was going to run out of pistachio ice cream before they could get to his shop. All Spiro did was laugh along with them. “You know, Maria, sometimes even our life is good, yes?” Maria could see the pride in his eyes as he looked at her and their daughter.


The pair of boots he finally settled on was made of solid black leather with extra patches on the toes for protection. They had strong brass eyelets and stout cord laces. Spiro asked the price and when the shopkeeper told him his heart sank. He didn’t have enough money.


Keeping some money in his pocket for Anna’s pistachio ice cream, he held out everything else. “I know I’m a bit short, but not much. I really need those boots, sir.” Spiro did not whine but his plaintive voice came close.


At that moment, Anna and Maria, who had been waiting impatiently outside, came into the store, Anna looking adorably cute, Maria looking radiant as the sun through the open door caught her hair. The shopkeeper smiled at the two of them, and nodded to Spiro. “Okay, you can have them.” Spiro thanked him profusely, as did Maria. Anna just continued to smile angelically at him. The shopkeeper wrapped Spiro’s new boots in brown paper and carefully tied the parcel together with string. Spiro took the parcel almost reverently and the three of them stepped out onto the street.


They passed a photographic studio, its window filled with wedding and family portraits. Maria stopped and looked at the photographs. “You know, Spiro, one day we should have our picture taken, too.” As she spoke a young man came out the studio.


“Good morning, Ma’am, my name’s Jimmy, and I’m sure Mr. Dold, he’s my boss, would give you a great deal.”


Maria looked at her husband, but she quickly realized that this was a luxury way beyond their means. She smiled at the young man and the three of them continued down the street.


“Ela, pethi mou,” Spiro grinned at Anna. “Come, my child. How about your ice cream?” That was all she was waiting for, and she ran ahead of both of them to her favorite place in the whole world, Cassano’s Ice Cream Parlor. Maria left them to check out some new skirt cloth she hoped she might be able to buy in the next month or so.


As Anna ran down the boardwalk, alternately playing hopscotch and jumping up to try to slap the signs hanging over each shop’s entrance, she thought of all the different ice creams Mr. Cassano had. There was vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, pistachio; he seemed to make a new one every day, there were so many. But she didn’t care. Her favorite was pistachio. She loved its creamy softness and the hard little bits of nuts that she always left to the end so she could nibble on them and feel them between her teeth hours after she had left the parlor.


Angelo Cassano’s ice-cream parlor and soda fountain was cool after the heat outside. Down one side of the shop was a long counter with leather-and chrome-plated swivel seats. At the far end was a bank of ice creams, each flavor housed in large cardboard tubs. Spiro picked his daughter up and seated her on her favorite chair in the parlor. It was next to the cash register and she loved to talk to Mr. Cassano.


The Italian came over, a huge smile on his face. “Ah, beautiful Anna. How are you, my little dark-haired princess? If I was fifty years younger, I’d marry you, you know, and we’d go and live in a magical palace in a magical country called Italy.” Without fail, he always said this to Anna whenever she came for ice cream. And Anna always giggled because Mr. Cassano was even older than Mama and Papa. Spiro smiled at how this wonderful man made his daughter’s face light up with happiness.


“Now then, bambino, what would you like today?”


Anna pointed to the pistachio, and Mr. Cassano scooped out a huge dollop and carefully placed it on a cone. Lovingly, he handed it to Anna.


While Anna ate her ice cream, making it last as long as possible on that hot summer’s day, Maria rejoined her family. The Italian told the adults that he’d heard the coal company was fed up with the union for always demanding more money and better working conditions, and whining to the governor if it didn’t get its way. Spiro bristled, not sure of every word of his friend but catching enough to get angry.


“Hey, I’m just tellin’ you what I hear, that’s all,” Angelo responded defensively.


Spiro shrugged. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it. Anyway, I’m not in the union. Last night a miner got beaten up real bad in Berwind for going to a union meeting. I guess I’ll have to keep out of trouble, and hope it stays away from me.”


Angelo wasn’t sure. “All I’m saying, Spiro, is that I know the union got the company to agree to its demands, but now it’s back with more, and the company is fed up. The company’s been looking for a fight for years to finish the union off.”


After Anna had finished her ice cream, making sure that she still had some nut bits wedged in her teeth for later, the family walked back to the wagon. On the other side of the street, outside one of Trinidad’s many saloons, they saw a huddle of young men who, from their clothing, looked like miners. They kept glancing over their shoulders as if they were doing something wrong and didn’t want to get caught. As Spiro untethered the horse, one of them called him over. Maria took hold of Spiro’s sleeve to hold him back but the man was insistent. Spiro shouted across the street that he had to get back home but then they all began to tell him to join them. People on the street were beginning to see what all the shouting was about, so Spiro reluctantly gave in and walked across to them. After a few brief moments, he rejoined his family. Maria didn’t know what they talked about, but it was clear from Spiro’s face that he was boiling mad.


“What’s wrong?” his wife asked him.


He didn’t say anything at first, but after Maria asked him again, Anna for one of the few times in her young life saw her father angry at her mama. “It’s none of your business, woman.” He said it angrily, insultingly, demeaningly.


Maria was as shocked as Anna but she never said another word, and the three of them rode back home in silence. Even the little bits of nut Anna had stored just for the journey had lost their taste.


By the time they approached Berwind, Spiro had begun to soften a little. He and Maria talked about nothing in particular, but although Maria was still a little frightened of what had happened on the street in Trinidad, she at least had her husband back. Spiro didn’t even get angry with Anna when she knocked a jug of water over the brown paper packet that held Spiro’s brand new boots.


“Don’t worry, Anna,” Maria said consolingly. “It’s okay.” Maria liked to use American words like okay, and she didn’t at all believe Spiro who insisted it came from ola kala, Greek for everything’s good. No, okay was all American. Maria leant back and pulled the wet paper off the boots so they could dry out and be ready for him when he went to work.


As they got closer to Berwind, the land around them began to change. The familiar smell of burning coal was back in the air, and the grasses were flecked with coal dust. Even the few streams that still ran after the spring thaw were splotched black and brown with coal dust and sewage. Ahead of them, hanging over the canyons to the west were dark yellow clouds of soot from the hundreds of ovens that turned the coal into coke. They turned to the west and entered Berwind canyon. At its mouth they were forced to stop at the company guardhouse manned by armed guards. They were supposed to be there for the miners’ protection, but everybody knew what they really were there for. Berwind was a closed town. The coal companies didn’t own just the mines. They owned the stores and dictated what was sold and for how much. They ran the schools and wrote the curricula for the different grades. They even decided what religions could be openly practiced. As Spiro once told Maria after a particularly hard shift in the mine, “We’re all just owned by the company, bought and got rid of when we’ve lost our use. That’s all we’re good for.”


That afternoon, Dave Watson was on duty. Watson, a man in his early twenties, was related to Jeff Farr, the sheriff of Huerfano County just to the north. Farr was a company lackey who could be relied upon, along with his deputies, to harass the miners at every possible chance, and Watson took full advantage of his relative’s status. Watson had a reputation for beating up miners simply for the fun of it, and, worse, for trying to bed their wives. The rumor was that he’d force the women to acquiesce by threatening to get their husbands fired if they refused. Watson stood at the entrance to the guards’ hut, his carbine leaning up against the wall. In his right hand he held a long axe handle, which he smacked against the palm of his left hand. His jeans were tucked into the tops of his cowboy boots. He wasn’t a big man but he had the menace of authority as he stared at Spiro.


The company guards hated the miners, but they detested the Greeks. Although Spiro and his countrymen made up only a small portion of the mining workforce they had an undeserved reputation as troublemakers and rabble-rousers, probably because most of them were single and, so the official thinking went, had less to lose if things became violent.


“Hey, Andrakis, where ya’ bin?” Watson yelled nonchalantly.


Maria did not like the idea that Watson knew her husband’s name, and from the way he bristled neither did Spiro. But thinking that a show of friendliness might work, the miner replied with a smile. “We’ve been to Trinidad, I’m not on the shift until tomorrow, so we had a family trip.”


Watson didn’t say anything at first. He continued to stare at Spiro and then looked for a long time at Maria. Despite childbirth and the harsh life of being a miner’s wife, Maria Andrakis was still a striking woman. Now she wore her lustrous jet black hair untied. Even the rough dress that she had cut and sewn herself did not fully hide the curves of her body. Maria knew exactly what Watson was thinking. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Spiro clench his fists ever so slightly. Watson came close to winking at Maria, but still Spiro said nothing. Finally, as if he was bored with it all, Watson walked to the back of the wagon. Maria breathed a sigh of relief.


“Hey, Greek, what are these?” Watson held up Spiro’s brand new boots.


“I bought them this afternoon in Trinidad, with my own money,” Spiro replied, quietly because he knew where this conversation was going.


“Mr. Watson,” Spiro continued, almost obsequiously despite the fact that Watson was the younger of the two and had clearly made advances to his wife. “There’s nothing to stop me from shopping in a private store, I don’t have to use the company shop anymore. And anyway, I checked at the company stores first, none of ’em had my size.”


Still holding Spiro’s brand new boots, Watson walked back to the porch. Looking back at Spiro over his shoulder, he laughed and said, “Well, Andrakis, now they do.”


Maria knew Spiro had lost his brand new boots for good, and she knew also that her husband could do nothing about it. Seething inside, Spiro kept his own counsel on the ride up the canyon to their house, and when his wife tried to say something, his look silenced her immediately. Spiro left Maria and Anna at their home and returned the horse and wagon.


Maria and Anna put away their belongings. Their house, not much more than a cabin, had only two rooms, and the company charged them four dollars a month. They could barely afford it, but Spiro had insisted that they not share their home with anybody. And on an evening like this, when she and Spiro were at odds, she was glad of the privacy.


Spiro should have taken only about thirty minutes to rejoin his family, but it wasn’t until after eight that evening, two hours later, as the sun was beginning to set behind the mountains that he finally showed up. His face was flushed red, and Maria was forced to ask him if he’d been drinking. He said nothing, just demanded his supper, and Maria sent Anna into the other room so she could not see her father. He sat down heavily at their kitchen table, a poorly built piece of furniture that he had repaired with bits of scavenged lumber from the mine workings. It creaked whenever anyone sat down at it, and this time Maria was afraid the thing would collapse entirely. She served his dinner in the large bowl that the family ate out of, for individual plates were reserved for special occasions, and slammed the bowl down on the table, furious with her husband, not so much because of the incident with Watson but because of how he was behaving. The meal was a chicken she had cooked a few days earlier. She had butchered the bird the way her mother had taught her, simply taking a large cleaver and chopping it into pieces small enough to fit into the pot along with some potatoes, onions and carrots. Spiro delicately separated the bone shards from the meat, as though unaware of his wife’s stare.


She was unsure what to do next, so to keep herself from losing her temper, for she knew Anna was in the next room, she dusted their few pieces of furniture. It was a never-ending task, one to which she often summoned her daughter, for the wind seemed to blow constantly and despite Spiro’s best efforts at chinking the walls, soil and coal dust were always finding a way in.


She finally couldn’t control herself anymore. “Spiro, can I say some…?”


“No, you cannot, woman.” Spiro harshly interrupted her. “You will speak when I tell you to.” He went back to the chicken.


Maria had never heard him talk like this to her. Unable to speak, because she simply did not trust herself, she kept on dusting. She turned to the knick-knacks that in Greek fashion she had on virtually every horizontal surface. The ornaments sat on embroidered lace cloths, part of her meager dowry: icons of the Panagia and Saint Titos of Crete, cheap trinkets bought in Trinidad. She took extra care on the few family photos. Her favorite was of her father dressed in Cretan high boots, leather jerkin, cummerbund and black headscarf. Fabric knots fringed his scarf, reminders of the tears shed for freedom by so many of her countrymen and women over the years.


Finally, after what seemed to Maria an eternity of dusting, she heard her husband. With a poorly concealed belch, Spiro pushed his plate away from him. “Thank you, wife.”


Maria ignored the flecks of chicken and bone that now lay on the floor underneath him. Encouraged by his belch, she decided to press the issue. “Spiro, there’s nothing you can do about those boots.”


He did not reply at first and Maria wondered if he was going to explode at her after all. But finally, as though speaking was almost too painful, Spiro said, “I know, Maria, but that doesn’t make it easier. My great grandfather, God preserve his soul, died fighting the Turks, and I carry his name. And even though Andrakis means ‘little man’, I am proud of it because it was his. But today I am ashamed, and he is, too.” Spiro looked as though he was about to cry.


Maria wrapped her arms around her husband’s chest. She said nothing, nor did he. But she felt the wetness of his tears on her blouse and she cried with him.


Spiro took his chair outside as the warm evening turned chilly. Perhaps he thought the coldness that wrapped his soul could find companionship in the cool Colorado air. He smoked cigarette after cigarette, staring into space, as though scouring the sky for something important but elusive. Finally he got up and telling his wife that he was going for a short walk, he set off down the street.


When the streets of Berwind were empty of people and only the constant workings of the mine machinery and the muted roar of the coking ovens at Tabasco down the canyon could be heard, Spiro staggered home. Maria was waiting for him, quietly sitting in her chair in the dark of their living room. Spiro was drunk, no doubt about it this time. Alcohol always ended up making her husband maudlin, even on crazy, happy days like Easter Sunday when the wine flowed freely and all men were glad to be born Christians. Often she had to ask him to slow down, after one too many glasses had begun to work its effect. But now was no time for scolding. Her husband was in pain, and for once she was glad alcohol could be his friend. Spiro swayed into their bedroom and flopped down onto the bed. Carefully and lovingly Maria pulled his boots off, placed a blanket over him and lay down beside him to try to find what peace she could in a world that had spiraled out of control.
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