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“Robeson makes her protagonist’s existential fretfulness about her future, and her feelings of uncertainty as she pursues a perfect romantic match, highly relatable.… Thair’s narrative will resonate with readers who are confronting their own unpredictable futures.”
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and for my Love





Prologue


Rancho Fierno, CA
July, 1976


“Mama, tell me the story again. Please, Mama.”


“Okay … ” she says while taking my hand in hers, rubbing my palm lightly with her fingertips, hoping to lull me to sleep. “So, once upon a time, in Ancient Greece, at the top of Mount Olympus, all the gods would meet. Zeus would sit on his throne, with Hera beside him, and make decisions about the Greek people.”


“Mama, was Yiayia alive during that time?”


“No, sweetie, that was a very long time ago, even before your grandmother was born.”


“Mama, tell me again about Zeus and the ball people.”


“Well, people back then were round, kind of like big soccer balls. They had four arms, four legs, and one head with two faces. Each face had two eyes, a nose and mouth.”


“They couldn’t see each other, right, Mama?”


“No, but one always knew that the other was close. One was stuck right behind the other. They shared one mind, one heart, and were eternally joined.”


“And, Mama, they would roll around the earth, right?”


“Yes, Thair. They would roll around the earth, moving quickly, powerfully, as they used their arms and legs to travel at great speeds. They were strong. And they were happy, really happy, because their other half was always right there, connected to them.”


As she speaks, Mama notices that I am no longer smiling.


“What’s wrong, agape mou?” she says as she takes a strand of my dark hair and moves it off my cheek.


“I guess … well … I was just thinking that it would be nice if people were still like that.”


“Really? You don’t think it would be uncomfortable to roll around instead of having two separate legs and two separate arms?”


“I was just thinking, if your other half was always stuck to you, then Daddy wouldn’t be at work so much.”


My mother lowers her eyes and in a quiet voice continues: “So do you want to hear the rest of the story or shall we save it for tomorrow?”


“Okay, Mama, we can save it. I already know that mean Zeus will take out his magic sword and slice all the ball people in half.”


“Thair, the way you say that makes it seem like such a sad story.”


“It is a sad story! I wish people had their best friends stuck to them from the beginning, and you didn’t have to look for them.”


Mama pats me on the head, “You know, sweetheart, you’re right. Zeus was a mean fellow. It would be easier if we didn’t have to look for our other half, and we were born with that special person stuck to us right away. But let’s remember the great part of the story: that our other half does exist and one day, baby, when you grow up and are a young lady, you will meet a nice boy that will make you so happy, and all your worries will be over.”





Part I
Change
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Encinitas, California
May, 1999


James and I are both lying on the couch, our heads at opposite sides on the arm rests, legs and feet intertwined. He is studying a book of Henry Fuseli’s paintings, and I am growing frustrated with Jane even though I have read and taught this novel more than ten times. After a few minutes, I can feel James’s eyes bore into my book. I lower Miss Eyre and hesitantly smile: “What’s up?”


“Are you familiar with the Scylla and Charybdis myth?”


“Yeah, they’re the female monsters who drowned and devoured sailors—but Odysseus got away,” I reply.


“Yes, exactly. Look at this painting,” he says while passing me an art book.


It’s an ominous painting. I can see James is waiting for me to react, so I proceed, “Odysseus’s stance is powerful, the monsters look devillike. The rough waters feel like turmoil, the colors like hell at night. But … to be honest, it’s just too dark for my taste.”


James stares at me through his dark-rimmed glasses. His intense features, velvet-black hair and aqua eyes, had initially attracted me, but now his eyes, almost translucent, seem too distant. James is a few inches taller than me, standing 5’10”, but we both look longer with short torsos and giraffe legs. We share similar features: light eyes, sharp jaws, petite noses, wide smiles—except for our skin; his is so white, and mine, honey tan, with a glow year-round. So similar, yet so different.


He’s still staring at me while I hold the heavy book, and not knowing what else he wants me to say, I set it down on the carpet since his arms are crossed.


James speaks slowly. “There’s an expression ‘between Scylla and Charybdis’ meaning ‘between a rock and a hard place.’ Have you heard of it?”


“Interesting. No, I haven’t.” I try to remain calm, but the tumultuous scene in the painting is slowly rising up off the page and working its way into our living room.


“I want to ask you something.”


“Okay.”


“Do you ever feel like we are stuck?”


“What do you mean stuck?” I ask.


“Thair, apart from books and art, what do we really have in common?”


I’m unsettled. I sit up straighter, “James, don’t they say opposites attract?”


“Come on, Thair, you love to walk, talk, hike, bike, go out for a cocktail, a sumptuous dinner—”


“And you like dark spaces, to come out at night, and restaurants are considered a waste of money,” I continue, finishing his sentence. What I don’t say out loud is and when you have a showing, you hide in our extra bedroom, your pseudo-studio; you’re absorbed, distant, unreachable. Nothing except your paintings matter.


“I feel our life together is stagnant,” he says while looking down at the swirling waters around Odysseus.


“James, neither of us wants children. We both agree that we don’t need marriage to feel committed, so I’m confused. Where’s this coming from?”


“Are you … are you in love with me?”


I kick his foot with mine. “Of course, I love you.”


“That’s not what I am asking. Are you in love with me?”


My body quivers. Trying to sound optimistic, I continue: “James, after almost five years, who is really in love? We love each other very much.”


When we met at the gallery for his debut showing, more than six years before, his passion for his work captured one part of me, and I was smitten. James’s gentle soul, kind arms, and smart words forced me to silence my inquietude, to continue to try to be open, but I knew my heart and mind didn’t agree.


“Thair,” he repeated, “Do you see me as your other half? The one who was created just for you?”


James doesn’t believe in fairy tales; since our conversations are usually objective and analytical, rarely emotional—unless we are discussing his artwork—I’m taken aback, uprooted, even a bit angry.


“Thair, please … are you in love with me?” he repeats weakly.


I finally answer, “First, Aristophanes got it wrong in Plato’s Symposium. There is no such thing as ‘the other half.’ I should have never told you about my mom’s bedtime story. Obviously, this myth has persuaded you, too. This idea of being ‘in’ this thing that neither you nor I can define is stupid. We are happy. I love you. You love me. At least I think you do. Finish. End of story.”


As I speak the words, inside I’m thinking, I’m a part-time professor, living a part-time life. I don’t want to marry James, and I don’t want babies. My life is a merry-go-round. Every day looks like the other. I am pretending. Pretending to be happy. Just like most people I know. Core happiness is an illusion. I want to scream: Fucking deal with it, James!


He looks straight into me, a rueful expression on his face. His eyes drop, and a barely audible whisper escapes his lips, “I think … it’s time … for me to move out.”


I don’t fight. I don’t beg. I simply accept. But beyond my control, tears explode from my eyes, stream down my face, and I cry for five hours. Our feet are still interlaced. We never get up off the couch. He just closes his eyes and listens to me whimper. Words are inadequate. Finally, at midnight, I get up, dazed and disoriented. I have to give a final exam the following morning at 8:00 a.m. and can barely open my puffy eyes. I shower and come back; he hasn’t moved.


“When do you want to leave?” It’s my place after all, only one name on the deed. “You know you can stay as long as you like.”


“Yes, I know, and thank you,” he replies solemnly.


Five weeks later, five suitcases and a pile of paintings sit by the door. I look at them and feel vacant.
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Island of Kythnos, Greece
Late May, 2000


I get up from the table, pour myself a glass of water, and look out the window. I can’t shake James from my mind. As I relive the day we separated, I can hear James’s voice, see his tired eyes. My mind still misses him, the intellectual conversations, hours of talking about art and literature, but my heart always knew something was missing. Aristotle once said the mind and heart are one. I do not feel that way—mine never agree. I know logically, viscerally, I should have been satisfied, but my heart demands more. I couldn’t tell James I was in love with him because I wasn’t. He was my best friend, my companion; his good looks should have made me want to tear his clothes off, but sex was prosaic.


This past year, instead of feeling grateful for what I do have—health, home, a job—I’ve felt lost. I remember a Greek friend telling me when I was younger: “You Americans all say you are lost! Go look in a mirror. There you are!” I laugh remembering this while looking at the calm blue water below, but I also know the emptiness inside is real.


When I told my mother I had decided to spend my entire summer on Kythnos, the island of my grandmother, she was concerned. Thair, women don’t travel alone for such an extended amount of time. It’s just not normal.


I had listened quietly, not wanting to argue with her because, ironically, this trip was the sanest option at a time when my life felt like it was unraveling. Ever since my grandmother died, ten years before, I had dreamed of returning to the island of my childhood, and since there was no one to hold me back, I knew it was time.


I rented a traditional white-washed house, a pretty little place perched high on a cliff; not too big, two bedrooms, one bathroom with a stand-up shower, and a breakfast nook with a stunning view of a cove below. The owner cleaned up the place for me, cleared away the cobwebs that grow over the nine months when these houses go to sleep.


Leaning against the sink, sipping my water, peering around the kitchen at the turquoise paintings, the blue cups and white plates, I am reminded of Yiayia’s home, yet this enchanted place is so much cleaner, better-kept. Every detail chosen by the owner captures the Greek isle’s magic and makes me even more nostalgic.


From fifteen years old until twenty-one, there was no place I would have rather spent my summers than on the island of Kythnos with my grandmother. And, now, after ten long years, I have finally made it back—a single, thirty-one-year-old woman with no children. I wonder what Yiayia would say if she could see me today? I’ve been thinking a lot about my yiayia, about our summers together, about my mother, divorced now for more than a decade, about her decisions, her choices. She had escaped from Greece, yet this country had been my escape during my youth. Once more, just as I had felt during my teenage years, I hoped clarity would come if I returned to Greece. So, the last day of final exams, I graded my students’ essays, submitted all the necessary paperwork, bought myself a brand new laptop, and had a drink with Rick and Frank to toast my birthday and show off my new cutting-edge purchase.


Rick’s words ring in my ears: “I hope you’re not taking that thing,” he had said while playing with my computer, “just to have it sit on a table.”


No, Rick, I plan on writing. Really. I remember sitting with the lovebirds that night in a dive bar in Hillcrest and Frank telling his partner to “give Thair a break. It’s been a tough year. Not everyone is as lucky as we are.”


“It wasn’t luck, Frank. You and I were actively going out and looking,” Rick had responded. Then Rick had told me: “You need to go out, darling. You need to meet people,” and then he enthusiastically added, “I’m so glad you’re finally doing something, going to Greece for the summer!”


Rick and Frank make a striking pair and are the most loving couple I have ever met. No two people love and respect each other more; they are my role models for a perfect union, and not just because they are in love and have been faithful to each other for more than nine years, but when they are together, there’s this wonderful harmony present. They clearly complete each other. They want to get married, but our country, sadly, is not there yet. When I see them, there is no doubt in my mind that they were together before Zeus had his way with them. They were the lucky ones, the ones who found their other half.


“So, Thair, will you write a novel or stories, a memoir? What’s your plan? I want you to write a big, fat, juicy bestseller. With lots of sex!” Rick had said. I chuckled and told him I just want to write something.


So, I have decided that for three months of pure isolation on the sleepy island of Kythnos, I will write stories, stories about my grandmother’s life, about my mother’s, and about my own. I’m hoping that writing about the past will help me make sense of my future, and maybe retracing my roots will help me find that thing I am searching for.
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As I sit here in this blue and white kitchen, images of my youth are overpowering. Yiayia in her regular spot, I’m across from her, asking her question after question. During those long summers, as a young girl obsessed with falling (and staying) in love, I repeatedly asked my yiayia about my grandfather and if she loved him. She just laughed: “Ti nomizis?” What did I think? I had no idea. It didn’t seem like it. She never talked about him, never seemed to be sad that he was dead. My theory was she did not love him. If Yiayia didn’t love Papou (the handsome man from a bedside picture), and my mother had admitted to me, just years earlier, that she had never fully loved my father, did I ever have a chance of loving a man? That is, loving a man completely? Mind, body, and heart.


[image: Images]


Even though I woke heavy, somber thoughts plundering my mind, it’s another beautiful day. The morning sun penetrates the shutters and beats down on my body. I stretch my arms out and take a deep breath as the salty air tickles my nose; sliding my legs off the side of the bed, waking slowly, I saunter into the kitchen. I get the Loumides and a coffee cup from the cupboard and fill the briki with water. Struggling to light the stove with the flint, I finally get it lit and place the singleserving pot on the fire and watch the water boil.


I picture my plump, pint-sized grandmother sitting at the table, mechanically cleaning green beans. Whenever she saw me making my morning coffee, Yiayia always grumbled. She complained about her tired hands and sore feet, complained that she did all the work around the house, but when I asked her what she wanted me to do, Yiayia’s response was always the same: “Nothing.” She loved to whine. She whined all the time, but I knew that her routine complaining was just so that I would never forget to appreciate her. Yiayia complained incessantly that her daughter had forsaken her motherland for the land of air-conditioning, but at least, she would say, “You I have,” and when I would turn around, I always saw her naughty smirk. “Tell Yiayia,” she would say, “Where you go last night?”


All alone in my rented kitchen, I remember how our morning visits were the times when I felt closest to her. On the straw-thatched chair, I sat, telling her all my stories, how every night of the week, I found my friends on the main street in town where people—young and old—gathered. I told her how I had spent the evenings talking to boys and dancing. She would sit, cut, nod, and I would continue.


I told her who was dating, who was kissing, who was disappearing during the night, and Yiayia pretended she didn’t want to hear anymore, “No more, Thair!” But every morning while she prepared the day’s lunch, she always asked me about my night out. I was only a teenager, but life was so different in Greece, so much freer than the US with its many laws and regulations.


Our morning ritual consisted of me drinking Greek coffee and telling her all the local gossip. “I met a nice boy, Yiayia, at Aleko’s bar.”


“Who is his papou? What name he has?” She always asked me whose grandson he was; as if a last name would explain the boy’s complete family genealogy—it almost did, on this island of only 1,500 residents.


“He’s not local, Yiayia.” Her eyes always flickered when I said I spent the night flirting with a foreigner, a xeno.


“He a German? Italian? A South African?” she asked, then added: “A good British boy?”


“He’s Italian.”


Her face turned downwards, “Why not English? You never like English?”


“Yiayia, I think I really like this one. His name is Sandro.” She got up and walked out of the kitchen, onto the balcony, with her bowl of beans. The conversation was over.


So many memories, so long ago, and yet her raspy voice still penetrates the air.


As I take my coffee outside onto the balcony, I picture Sandro, my final summer love. His family had rented a villa on the island for a few months. Sandro was tall with dark eyes and olive skin. Very, very handsome, but sex was beige ceilings—me lying there, staring up, waiting for him to finish. He was memorable with his gallant manner and sexy accent, but it was simply young love.


When I would tell Yiayia my stories, she never asked if I cared for these boys. I think they were just characters to her, but one day plans about my life with Sandro spilled from my young mouth, and, for the first time, her body twitched and her face contorted in a way I had never seen before. I had kept talking, explaining how Sandro said that he wanted to marry me; that I was a mature woman, he a man who knew what he wanted. But what did we know? I was only twenty-one and he, just a twenty-four-year-old boy. Sandro wanted me to come back after I graduated from college, live with my yiayia for a while; he would open a café on the island, I could teach English, and we could be together forever. Finally, I could not ignore the look in her eyes. It’s still with me today, peering deep into mine, so deep, I felt her dive and drown in them, then resurface as she said slowly: “Thair, you no marry. You no love this Sandro. And you so young. You not know what love is.”


As I sit here now, I feel as frustrated as I did back then.


I had pleaded with her, “What is agape then, Yiayia? Tell me!” If my grandmother, Aphrodite, named after the goddess of love, didn’t have the answers, then who did? “What is love, Yiayia?” I begged her to tell me about my grandfather. Was the love she shared with Papou real love? Instead she took my hand, leading me to the bedroom. She opened a drawer, handed me a small velvet box, and gave me a simple gold band that was inscribed with a man’s name. Henry Archibald Hadley. And then she began—finally—to tell me her story.
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Aphrodite’s Story


Alexandria, Egypt
May, 1942


Aphrodite, or Dita as she was called, looked her parents directly in their eyes and with a vehement “Oxi!” said, no! She would not marry the young Greek fisherman. She was seventeen, having the time of her life, and would not spoil it with marriage. Dita said this as she slammed the door of the thin, two-floor building that was her home. She walked a few blocks, her body still shaking, knowing the wrath of her own voice would be paralleled by her mother’s once she returned home. Unlike most seventeen-year-old girls, she was not afraid of her father. She worried about her mother, the towering woman whom she adored, but also feared.


Walking down the dusty street, she made her way to the military base. It wasn’t Saturday, but she would see if they had any work for her. She loved her weekend volunteer work. The Allies had several bases in Egypt and since she couldn’t enlist (what she would have preferred doing) she would wear her old overalls, a tight red blouse, a pretty checkered scarf, and every Saturday show up to change the oil of the Jeeps at the base. It was a novelty for the young men to see this buxom Greek broad offer her “services.” The first day she showed up, Dita said she was handy with a wrench, could do almost anything on a car, could also change electrical outlets, knew how to build a wall—and how to tear it down. Dita’s mom had a less than subtle way of introducing her daughter to activities that were anything but feminine. “Show her how to be useful!” she would bellow to her meek husband, who dragged himself off the couch, to show Dita the difference between a starter and a generator. And Dita loved learning those things. She loved pretty dresses but loved getting dirty more.


When Dita went to the base for the first time, the officer directed her towards the Red Crescent office. She responded that she couldn’t stand the sight of blood, but give her an oil pan: she would show them what she could do. So that’s how she came to be the local oil-changer. She loved sliding under a Jeep, feeling the oil drip on her face, the grease under her fingernails. Of course, she also loved the attention. Men would come to see the young girl in overalls who was working under their vehicles, and without trying too hard, she got dates; lots of dates with Americans, with Australians, with South Africans. And with a unique, young gent from England. In fact, she had become the most popular girl on the base. Her knowledge of cultures grew quickly as did her appetite. But she wanted more—more of what, she wasn’t exactly sure, but she definitely wanted more. So when her parents told her she was betrothed to the Greek, she just would not accept it.


That afternoon when Dita went home, she found her mother, a large woman whose size equaled her patience, sitting at the kitchen table reading the newspaper. She said nothing to Dita, put down the paper, walked upstairs, and shut the door. Dita could feel her heart beat faster; she knew that her mother would end up getting her way, but Dita decided that afternoon she would not think about her upcoming doom. She was supposed to meet the Greek any day now. They wanted her to marry someone she had never even met! Instead of worrying about a possible betrothal, Dita opened her armoire and selected a yellow dress with small daisies on it. It looked a bit too summery and light, but she wore it anyway and put on bright red lipstick that didn’t really go with the dress but went with the times. Then she quietly went downstairs and sat in the living room. If her mother came down, Dita would say she was going out with a group of friends, but her mother never descended when the doorbell rang. As she sat there staring at the floor, a long “Diiiiing” and a short, but loud “DONG” echoed through the house. Dita opened the door quickly, and in front of her stood a gallant Englishman by the name of Henry. Henry Archibald Hadley. Despite his lean contexture, squirrel-looking face, and intensely small hands, he was dashing. Though awkward at times, he was certainly perfect—and a real gentleman.


Smiling with his exaggerated front teeth, he asked Dita if she felt like going to the theatre or to the ice cream parlor. She didn’t feel like talking. Gone with the Wind was playing again, having finally made it to Egypt years after being released, and even though Dita had already seen it twice with other dates, she chose the theatre. She loved Scarlett, hated Rhett. When Rhett had the gall to ask Scarlett if she ever thought “of marrying just for fun,” Dita squirmed in her seat. Dita wished she had the courage to tell her mother what Scarlett had replied: “Marriage, fun? Fun for men you mean.” Marriage. It was too much to think about, so, like Scarlett, she decided she would not think about it—at least not on that day.


The sun burned the afternoon sky as she escaped into the dark theatre with Henry. His arm immediately wrapped around the seat behind her, making her feel secure; then lifting it slowly, he laid his arm on her shoulder. His hand hung like a dead fish, his fingers dangling dangerously close to her perked-up breasts. She lost track of the movie and enjoyed the warmth of his embrace. After a few minutes, he moved his arm, put his hand timidly on her leg while the heat of his sweaty palm radiated up her thigh, settling between her legs to a spot that was getting hotter and wetter by the moment. Then she heard Rhett’s voice: “With enough courage, you can do without a reputation.” Dita leaned over and peered into the Englishman’s eyes, without any hesitation, kissed him long and hard. They necked through the whole movie, tongues in a wrestling match, his gentle hands, cautiously, sliding up and down her legs—but never too far up. Dita could feel him trembling; she was pushing him to his limit, so before the final scene, he asked her: “Shall we leave and go for a drive?” Dita nodded, yes, that would be a good idea.


They walked, with urgency yet respect, arm-in-arm out of the theatre and to his Jeep. Once they got in, the necking started all over. She kissed him hard. He responded. He was pushing against her. She could feel him getting bigger. She pushed back. His arms unwrapped. Time slowed down while Henry delicately began unbuttoning the bodice of her dress, looking, so genuinely into Dita’s eyes, begging for permission, and she could feel her insides throbbing. It felt so good and so right, so why was she suddenly pushing him away? Why were girls told over and over that these feelings were wrong? That only bad girls did these things? Bad girls, dirty girls; girls who men would not marry? It was only a few weeks before when she was doing these things with the South African. The only difference was that Dirk hadn’t taken so kindly in the same situation, and when Dita told Dirk to stop, he grew angry and took her home. But Henry was different. He was wholesome. He was English. Suddenly he pulled back and said: “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, my dear Dita. I don’t know what got into me. I want you to know that you are very special. And when this war is over, I plan on marrying you.” Her smile faded as she heard those dreadful words that she had been trying to escape all day. From feelings of guilt, she was instantly irritated. She coyly kissed him again and asked him to drive her home. Despite being a bit annoyed, she knew Henry was genuine, but it didn’t matter and she didn’t care; it was getting late, and there would be no time to change if she didn’t bid adieu to Henry immediately.


Just as she was walking in the front door, with one last tender kiss on Henry’s lips, she could hear the back doorbell ringing. Some houses in Alexandria had two entrances: guests entered from the front, hired help from the back. The back entrance came complete with a porch, door, doorbell, and number, so most foreigners confused the front for the back and the back for the front. For Dita it was perfect. Good-bye to English suitor at the front door, hello Dirk at the back. She had barely shut the door on hapless Henry when the second bell rang again, and again, sounding more anxious with every ring. Dita worried her parents would come downstairs, and her father almost did, until she heard her mother say to him, “It’s probably a late delivery. Stay here. Dita can get it.” Did her mother really expect a delivery at this time of the night, or was she in essence delivering Dita? Either way, she didn’t have time to contemplate it further. It was Saturday night. There were social clubs, free food, and lots of young, strong Allies. She was having the time of her life.


Dita knew she didn’t have time to change after all, but before going to the other door, she glanced over at the mirror, wiping her mouth where another man’s kisses had been, and quickly reapplied her lipstick. She opened the back door as Dirk grabbed her and began to kiss her voraciously. He immediately slid his hand between her legs and under her dress—rude, savage—but she loved it.


“Stop …” she whispered, “We must go. My parents will come down.” She knew she was in for a wild night because Dirk would not like being shut out three times. He was her bold South African “boyfriend,” tall, rugged with Popeye arms. He had been away for a few weeks, but now he was back. He stared at her and smacked her bottom as they moved away from the house. Dita laughed. Dirk jumped on his motorcycle, patted the seat behind him, and Dita smiled as she spread her legs and got on, lacing her arms tightly around his waist, laying her head on his back. This was freedom. This was happiness. Dirk reached back and ran his calloused hand alongside her leg as far up as it would go in that position.


“Are you ready, Doll?”


“Yes!” And inside she heard herself say: yes, yes, yes! She would be courageous, and she would not allow others to dictate her reputation. She had decided. It was her body, her choice—one of the few choices she had left.


Tonight would be the night.
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Early June, 2000


While making my breakfast, I put on a Parios CD in an ancient boom box that is on the kitchen counter. It skips a few times and then, as a familiar song begins, I see myself, nineteen years old, tan, svelte, dancing in front of my yiayia. My knees bend to a hasapiko dance, and she tells me that I look funny, that I am bastardizing the dance by “Americanizing” it with the slight shake of my booty. Then I dance tsifteteli for her; my arms are like snakes in the air, my hips move like a belly dancer’s, and she pretends to look away, “You look like poutana!” She tells me the neighbors might see you and know that Dita’s granddaughter from the US is indeed a “whore.” I know she doesn’t mean it, using the word poutana playfully, but—one thing is true—appearances always matter here.


I get winded dancing a short sirtaki. Anthony Quinn has entered my body; I am Zorba—free, powerful, with an insatiable zest for life. Then, finally, I dance the zeibekiko. The man’s dance. A strange look crosses Yiayia’s face, one that I will never forget, reminding me of the faces of women I have seen in pictures who were marching for women’s suffrage: looks of defiance, strength, determination. She is still in this kitchen with me, her commanding expression so vivid. The words out of her mouth say: “Thair, stop! That dance only for a man!” But her eyes betray her real feelings, so I continue. I’m circling wildly with my arms outstretched; with each tapping of my hand to the ground, her strange look turns to one of inward pride at my stubbornness. Still pretending to be upset, as she stifles her smile, she exclaims: “You no listen to Yiayia, huh? You do what you want!” I jump to my feet as the song ends and run to her, planting a big kiss on the top of her head as she pushes me away and wipes her forehead.


But Yiayia is not sitting on the chair. Instead I am twirling around in an empty kitchen and I am alone. Just an orange cat lies on the cool tile floor, watching me as if I have gone insane.


[image: Images]


Even though it’s been years since Yiayia died, it feels like yesterday. She never made it to my college graduation. Days before the ceremony, she called to say that she was so proud of me and “Yiayia sew a dress to wear.” She said it was green oyster silk, material that she had saved from after the war. “Yiayia save it for something special. Good I wear it for your diploma, not for wedding.”


She hated to fly, but for me, she said in her husky voice: “I come to the land of big cars and air-conditioning.” A few days before she was supposed to travel, a neighbor found her dead. Probably her heart, probably too much excitement, no one really knew, no one was there, all alone, on a cold kitchen floor with a piece of stale bread lying beside her, the stench of feta cheese and Kalamata olives on the table. Yiayia was strong, vibrant, only sixty-six years old. Her heart expired and mine broke.


“Can you meet me in Athens?” Lena asked through a buzzing phone line.


“Of course, I’ll look for a ticket right away,” I heard my mother say to her older sister. She looked over at me and her hands shook a bit, but she was calm, in control, and after the short conversation, she sat down quietly in the living room and held her head in her hands. But she never cried. I cried enough for the two of us. I had so many plans: I was going to return to Greece with Yiayia, live with her on the island, get a job teaching English.


The next day my mother flew to Athens, took the ferry to Kythnos, and buried her mother, missing my graduation, too. The only person there for the ceremony was Gordon Wright—the man I saw a few times a year, the man who would show up, take me out to lunch, buy me something expensive, then disappear again. As we sat in The Acropolis Garden, ate souvlakia and toasted my milestone with a bottle of Retsina, I tried to be cordial to my father.


“Honey, do you like it?”


“Yeah, thanks,” I said while looking down at the diamond tennis bracelet that was indeed pretty but did nothing to raise my spirits.


Then there was the typical silence. “So what’s next for you?”


“I don’t know, Dad. I really don’t want to talk about it.”


He was trying, but I didn’t care. I was in a fog. I just wished I could have gone with my mother to see my dear yiayia one more time. Instead, I was in a tacky Greek restaurant with pictures of Santorini plastered on every wall as if that were the only island in Greece. And the food wasn’t even good; the wine was worse.


After two miserable hours of small talk, he dropped me off. I opened the door to my mother’s home, the one I had shared with her for the last twenty-two years of my life, and plopped down on my awful pink comforter that had covered my bed since I was twelve.


When Mama returned from Greece, she brought me even more bad news.


“Thair, I need to talk to you about something,” she said matter-of-factly.


“Okay … ”


“I know how much you love going to Greece … loved spending summers with your yiayia, but—and I hope you can understand—I had to sell your yiayia’s cottage.”


Sell Yiayia’s cottage? My body started shaking. Sand, blue water, sitting, laughing with Yiayia, our little cottage, my sanctuary! I barely heard my mother as she continued.


“ … and I can’t afford to have a house half way across the world. It’s old. And it was falling apart.”


I was livid, screaming at her in a way I never had before: “We could have figured something out! You did not have to sell Yiayia’s house!”


My mother’s eyes welled as she whispered, “I’m sorry. I had to.”


For years, I would not forgive her, but she was right. How could I have afforded to keep up a property on an isolated Greek island? But God knows how I loved that house. The white-washed walls. The red tile roof. The blue door. The balcony with our thatched chairs. The little garden that gave us figs, grapes, plums, crunchy cucumber, gorgeous green peppers. And deep-red, delicious tomatoes.


[image: Images]


I grab Vanity Fair from my suitcase, a tomato from a basket, and go out to my small, private balcony. Sitting on a plastic chair, I stretch my legs out in front of me and eat the sweet tomato, just like someone would eat an apple. After just a few minutes, my fruit is finished, my fingers are sticky, but I’m too lazy to get up, so I hang my hand loosely beside me. I watch the beads of sweat form between my breasts; little diamonds nestled in my cleavage. Perspiration drips down the front of my stomach. My thighs are stuck to the chair, moisture pooling between the plastic and my legs. And yet. I don’t wish for air-conditioning. The stifling heat, the suffocating humidity, they allow me to breathe because I am back, after so many years, to the place that makes me feel alive, really alive.
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Aphrodite’s Story


Alexandria, Egypt
May, 1942


This was the day the Greek fisherman would be coming over. Instead of being tired from the night before, Dita woke up early, feeling anxious, nervous; completely uneasy. She tried smiling at her reflection, but her eyes welled up with tears because it had not been what she had expected. On the beach, sand between her toes, sand everywhere, it was painful, then uncomfortable, and fast. Too fast. She held it for years in her secret pocket, and in a matter of seconds, it was gone.


He sounded like a beast, but he wasn’t rough. Dirk held her in his arms after and told Dita he would be back, but she didn’t believe him, and it didn’t matter. What mattered now was that she was spoiled, and though she mostly felt disgraced and dirty, more than ever before, another emotion sat with her that morning, pressed on her chest, one she had never experienced before: opening her mouth and letting it out, a deep sob with no tears, and suddenly, she was relieved. But that moment was fleeting. She was a mere woman with no hopes for a future, so her relief, her disdain for marriage, quickly turned into fear. The Greek fisherman would not want her now.


When the doorbell finally rang at noon, she ran downstairs and hid behind the large jacquard couch like a schoolgirl. Her father walked over to the door and opened it; the two Greeks exchanged a polite handshake and some other niceties, then walked in and sat at the far end of the room at the small dining room table. Two men ready to do business.


Dita could hear the man talking politely, his words polished, his mannerisms refined. He didn’t sound like a fisherman. She knew he was from an affluent family from the island of Kythnos, but he was a villager nonetheless. His were not educated people, but they had stretches of land all around the island, some for their fig trees, some for the wheat that they harvested every July, other pieces of land for their herds of goats that produced the legendary cheese and milk of Kythnos. If Dita married this man, she would surely be a busy wife.


Dita’s father asked Stavros about his family, how they were managing. The Greek’s responses were slow and calm, his speech not typical, a soft, yet masculine voice (much like her father’s). It was a voice that said: “I can take care of you. Protect you.”


For almost an hour, they talked about the land. About fish. About cheese. About the war. Stavros said that he wanted to finish his studies in Athens that were interrupted when the war broke out, and one day he planned on being an engineer. Dita wanted to peer over the couch so badly but knew how ridiculous she would look (the day before a woman, today acting like a child), so she sat quietly on the floor, knees under her chin, sweat dripping between her thighs and in the crooks of her elbows while her dear father sold her life to this man whom they knew only by name, who was really just a stranger. Stavros would get a wife who would make babies, work the wheat fields, tend the goats alongside his family, and in return, Dita’s parents would get consolation that she would marry and be protected for the rest of her life. The man accepted Dita without ever having met her; her photo and heritage sufficed. Stavros said he did want to meet Aphrodite eventually, but there was no rush. He would inform his family of the upcoming nuptials, so his mother could plan the wedding, and then he would call on Dita while on his next visit to port. The men shook hands once more, sealed the deal, and as he got up and began walking to the door, Dita raised herself just enough to see the manly shoulders of the person she would soon have to marry.


After he left, her father walked over, sat down, and leaned over the couch and looked into Dita’s face: “What do you think? Agape mou, can I persuade you into believing that he is a good man?”


She wanted to start screaming, saying that her life was hers and she would not marry this man! She wanted to tell him her dirty secret and that his plan to marry her off was foiled, but her father’s soft eyes silenced her. How foolish she must have been to think that she could create another destiny for herself. Her life had never been her own. So, instead, Dita succumbed: “Do you think he knew I was here, too? He probably thinks I am a fool.” Eyes cast downward, she surprisingly cared what the fisherman thought of her. She didn’t want to care, but she did.


Her father reached over, took her hand, pulled her up off the ground, onto the couch, and with open arms squeezed her. “No, I don’t think he knew you were there, and if he did, he would not think you a fool. You will never be a fool to anyone, Dita.” His icy blue eyes, so warm, held her gaze as he put his arms around her again. Then his face and tone changed, “Dita, I know you have been going to the Ally Social Clubs, but now that you are an engaged woman, you need to bid farewell to all your … friends.”


Dita’s eyes pooled with tears. “But, Babba, I just got a real job. I won’t go there to change oil anymore or to meet friends. I was offered a position, a real position to work on an assembly line. I want to take this job!” Her voice dropped, her shoulders sagged, “Please … at least until I get … married.”


“Dita, you need to talk to your mother about this. Stavros said that he will write to his parents and you can get married and go to Kythnos within the year. He said there is safe passage for those who want to return to Greece.”


“Within the year! No, Babba, please! I don’t want to leave you and Mama. Please don’t do this to me.” Her voice cracked.


Dita’s father looked immediately frail. He loved his daughter and it broke his heart to imagine her so far away, but his work was here in Egypt, here at the Alexandria port. He loved Greece, a true patriot, but time and circumstance had led him to this country where work was plentiful and pay secure.


His voice was once again gentle, “Dita, didn’t you like him? He looked like a decent young man. He’s only four years older than you and so well spoken.”


“Like him? I don’t know him! Shall I tell you who I like? I like an Englishman named Henry! And I like a South African man named Dirk! And I like the way these men hold me! Kiss me! I like the way—”


Her father should have gotten angry at her outburst, but instead he stopped her from speaking with a finger gently placed on her lips. He did not want her to say something she would later regret. What he did not know was that she had already done something, not something that she necessarily regretted, but something she hoped the Greek would never find out about.


“Dita, please. Stavros is a good man. You will come to love him. I am sure of that. And when the war is over, and when your mother and I have enough money saved, we will move to Kythnos, and then we will all be together. By then, imagine, you will have several children, and I will be a papou.” A large smile beamed off his face, “And we will be a big and glorious family. Won’t that be good?”


Dita did not answer, instead she sobbed and sobbed, sweat mixed with tears. She held onto her father tightly, loving and hating him intensely at that moment.


Her staunch mother stood at the top of the staircase and just listened. As the words poured out of her husband’s mouth, Dita’s large-framed mother quivered slightly. The heat was suffocating, yet she looked chilled as if her big bones ached. She looked down once more without being seen, then disappeared into her bedroom. She had had no choice either.
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It’s already 10:00 p.m., but I’m not tired; in fact, I’m more alert than ever. I stand up, stretch my legs, get a large glass of water and return to my nook, my pseudo office, my space in the kitchen that has turned into my writing room.


Aphrodite’s Story


Island of Kythnos, Greece
April, 1943


The Italians and Germans occupied several of the neighboring islands, but Kythnos had remained relatively immune with villagers milling around, daily duties taking precedence over anxiety. Dita always listened for news about the war, but the plethora of physical chores left her physically exhausted and mentally drained.


Her days began at dawn. Dita’s first duty was to prepare her husband’s breakfast: coffee boiled in a briki, bread, cheese, olives, and three types of jam set on the table. Stavros sat and ate and spoke very little. Their cold stone house was large in comparison to other properties on the island; she had indeed married well. Not white-washed, not picturesque, not quaint nor delicate, her new home had seven rooms and sprawling spaces, yet Dita felt isolated—ironically so, because her mother- and father-in-law lived in the same house. Family members lived in houses surrounding hers, each house but a stone’s throw away. Her husband was also an only child so there were no brothers-or sisters-in-law, but the Mylopoulos clan was endless: cousins, old aunts and uncles, ancient people in black. Everyone in the village seemed related one way or the other, and like most new brides on the island, everyone expected so much from these young, strong women. Dita needed to invite family members for homemade sweets; that is, after she had tended the chickens, the goats; after she had washed the clothes, the linens; after she had made cheese, bread, and cooked for her husband, his parents, the auntie that was too old, the cousin who was recently widowed. And when all the work was done, and the guests had left, her mother-in-law expected her to hand-embroider intricate lace tablecloths.


Dita was too weary to cry at night, but when she accidentally poked her finger with the horrid thick needle, silent tears often mixed with the blood. She shared none of this with Stavros, who was a kind husband, because he, too, worked hard and was gone almost all day, fishing or tending to his family’s land. He would rarely relax in the corner café with other men drinking Ouzo, discussing the war and other matters of less importance. In fact, he saved all his extra energy to read the pile of books by his bed by the light of a candle and, unlike the other villagers, he saved his conversation for his intelligent wife.


Shortly after Dita and he had met, Stavros decided he liked her. Truly liked her. Yes, she would make a good wife, but he also—quite surprisingly—enjoyed her company. The few dates that they had in Alexandria had surpassed his expectations because she was not only a fashionable, handsome girl, but she was also witty and confident, and he found her amusing. Dita would tell him stories about changing oil on Jeeps and about her short time on the assembly line; her knowledge of the war was extraordinary, especially for a woman, and once in a while, when he least expected it, she would shock him with a dirty joke. He was a serious young man, but Dita could make him laugh. And she found him charming in the way that she felt protected when she was around him, similar to the way she had felt about Henry.


Sometimes she thought about Henry, how life would have been in England, but he was too late because when the letter and the box arrived, she was already on her way back to Greece. She was taken aback when her mother gave her the package years later, but her mother had always surprised her. Sometimes she even thought about Dirk. But from him, she never heard a word—not after that night.


On the island, Dita would usually retire as soon as the sun went down, escaping into her bedroom to avoid her pesky mother-in-law, who was always touching her stomach, telling her: “It is time.” Eidothea would wink at Dita, opening her mouth sideways, two gold incisors protruding from a mouth that only housed six teeth. Dita did not appreciate this swarthy woman who wore all black and had endless energy for gossip, but she knew she had not only married her husband, but his whole family; this was all too clear when Stavros introduced his mother to his wife-to-be. He had stood there with his arm around Eidothea’s shoulder as she beamed with adoration into his eyes; it was obvious she idolized her only son. She was the only woman who could draw Stavros’s attention away from Dita, the one woman he dared not disrespect—until the day she pushed him too far.


The first night Dita and he were to spend together as a wedded couple, his mother presented Dita with a white-embroidered bedsheet. Eidothea told Dita that in the morning she should hang the bloodstained sheet outside of the bedroom window for all to see what a good woman her son had chosen. Dita was horrified and began to shake uncontrollably. Stavros grabbed the bedsheet from his mother, threw it to the ground, and for the first time spoke back to her, telling her that his wife would not be subjected to such antiquated and ridiculous traditions. It was at that moment when Dita opened her heart to Stavros. Eidothea Mylopoulos, on the other hand, was in shock that her son would speak to her that way and disrespect her wishes. She took the bedsheet off the floor, wiped away spurious tears from her dry eyes, glared at Dita, and stomped away.


That night while Dita lay with her husband for the first time, she feigned pain when he entered her, but she suspected that he knew. If he did, he never said a word about it, and for that, Dita worked hard to please Stavros, even trying to be polite to his insufferable mother. She worked the fields and learned to cook; her hands grew coarse, her waist thickened. Famished in the evenings, she found solace in the warm bread that she had made with her own two hands. Those were the same hands that would rub her husband’s shoulders when he told her about his day, and when Stavros would lie with this newly docile wife in bed, she showed him how much she cared, and something would happen. He held Dita and kissed her tenderly. Stavros told her about his hopes and dreams, and for this, she became endeared to him.


Dita accepted that her life had changed forever. She no longer changed oil on Jeeps. The only oil she worked with was the olive oil that she poured onto the deep red tomatoes that adorned her kitchen table.
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Mid June, 2000


Feeling a bit melancholic, I decide to go for a walk. As I exit the blue door, I see the orange cat again. It looks at me perplexed and, like a dog, follows me down the hill. Every few steps, I glance over my shoulder; it is right there. It stops when I do and continues when I do—the whole thing seems crazy.


I stop at a little bench, half way down, to admire the view. The cat jumps onto the bench and starts rubbing itself against my thigh. While still staring forward, I rub its head as it gets closer and crawls right onto my lap. I have never been a cat person, but this furry animal is quickly entering my heart with its friendly ways.


“Okay, Tang, are you ready to start moving again?” I say, giving my new companion a name while gently lifting the cat up and setting it on the ground. It looks at me once more, and then disappears the other way. A smile covers my face, independent little fellow.


I pass a few houses and greet people as I snake my way down the hill. An old woman dressed completely in black, someone’s yiayia I am certain, is sitting in the corner of a patio, crocheting a whitelace-something. The mama is probably in the kitchen cooking; the men of the house sit on the balcony drinking Ouzo even though it’s only 10:00 a.m., their newspapers spread on the table. I can hear other family members scream at each other on the other side of the house, but it is clear that they are not fighting: it is just their form of communication. Then the man yells something to the lady of the house, and she brings out another tray with what looks like rusks, jelly, and butter. After she sets down the tray, she scurries back into the kitchen. The familiar, vociferous Greek clamor rings joyfully in my ears.


“Kalimera,” I say when the men look over in my direction. They return my good morning and ask me if I am Calliope Papadimitriou’s niece from America. I say “oxi,” but I am Aphrodite Mylopoulos’s granddaughter and, yes, from America. They act excited with my response though it’s clear with their raised eyebrows and mumblings to one another that they don’t know my grandmother. Yiayia lived on the other side of the village and kept to herself. The older, squat man stands and invites me up the few steps for an Ouzo, “Ella!” his hand waves in the air, gesticulating “Come!” But I politely decline, a bit too much noise for my quiet mood. Also, alcohol first thing in the morning is not my cup of tea. While leaning on the railing, he asks me more about my yiayia, and I am happy to oblige. Right here, right now, nothing gives me more pleasure than talking about my yiayia. While we are chatting, kids, so many, run up and down the stairs, jump on their bicycles, and then zoom off. Before my conversation with the men ends, the kids are back. They throw the bikes in the yard and run into the house. BAM! A door slams. They scream something to the mama who also screams back, then BAM! The door slams again. Jumping back on their bicycles, sans hat or sunscreen, only in their bathing suits, they wheel away once more. A toddler in the yard is playing with a dog, a situation that looks neither sanitary nor safe as the husky pet licks the child’s face. I wave at the toddler, then the men, and make my exit.


[image: Images]


Sitting in a café in the village’s main square, I think about the family I just met and can’t help but compare them to my own fractured Greek family and the quiet cottage that had been my sanctuary. Unlike our neighbors’ homes that were filled with generation after generation of families, my yiayia’s cottage was always quiet. When I was young, I believed my yiayia must have done something very bad to God because she had practically no family left. She would tell me: “Thair, when you find good man, you feed him good. You get to heart from stomach. He like your cooking, he marry you, and if you lucky, Theos bless you with many children. Children have children, and when you be a yiayia, you have lots of family, all everywhere.”


So what did my yiayia do wrong? She had me, but I was just one grandchild—and I was a girl. I know she loved me, but sometimes words slipped from her mouth: “You lots of work, if you a boy, I no mind you stay out so late.” I knew she really didn’t mind my social life, but I knew a grandson could have helped her around the house, helped her fix things. In the handyman department, I was indeed worthless, and for that, I sometimes felt sad for her, for me. She tried to teach me, but I had no desire; books and pretty dresses drew my attention, not tools and toils.


With no man around to fix things, Yiayia had the Herculean task to keep everything working. Her skills were plentiful, but her bones were brittle and cracked just like the floorboards. Rust ate away at the wrought iron fence, exposing its innards; the shutters flapped in the wind, so hard to close, a constant thudding all night. The toilet’s slight running sang through the wee hours of the morning, enchanting us like Odysseus’s sirens; without beeswax in our ears, the cacophony of sounds actually lulled us to sleep and, like babies, we slept deep and peacefully. As the house became more decrepit, my romance with it grew. It was old and safe, just like my yiayia.


Our summer house was neither exploding at the seams with sniveling babies nor rambunctious adolescents, loud uncles nor demanding fathers, but we did have noise. Beautiful noise: Yiayia’s continuous complaining, my constant chatter, our endless laughs. Every so often, though, I saw Yiayia stare at the neighbor’s house, which was directly across from ours, but did not say a word. When she looked my way, I saw something in her eyes, but I did not know how to read her perplexed expression. I wondered if it made her sad or relieved to be just the two of us.


Even before my grandmother’s death, my mother didn’t like visiting Greece, saying it was a country that had suffocated her; unlike my mother, I came to life here. But, then again, I have always been so different from my mother. I always loved the heat of a summer in Greece. The humid afternoons sitting on the balcony watching Yiayia smoke her Karelia while she ignored me. After the third cigarette, Yiayia would go into the kitchen, get the vegetables that she had cut that morning from her garden, return to her chair, and begin to meticulously chop the cucumber, the green peppers, the onions, the tomatoes.


I always grabbed a tomato from the bowl and munched on it like an apple. “Stop,” she would say, “that for dinner,” as if there was some shortage of her red, delicious tomatoes. As I wiped the juice off my face with the back of my hand, I started conversations with her; sometimes she responded with short answers, sometimes my words just hung in the air with the silence. Then, finally, she would say: “I tell you about Italian soldier who got macaroni stuck up his kolo?”


“Yes,” I would reply, “but tell me again.” I had only heard the joke fifty-eight times, almost once a day for the months of summer, but if it gave her such pleasure to tell me about the guy who got spaghetti stuck up his butt, I would gladly listen. The next day I heard it again and laughed again, and again, then again. But there was a genuine payoff for me: her laugh. Just to hear that throaty, deep, heartfelt laugh made it all worthwhile.


I usually arrived pale, chubby, and unhappy, and left tan, trim, and rested. I didn’t want to go back to the US; I never did, but I had no choice. The summer always came to an end, and I needed to go back home. At twenty-one, I had so many dreams. I had one more year to get my bachelor’s degree, and then I planned to move to Greece forever.


So many plans, yet nothing happened like I had imagined. Yiayia died. I pursued a higher education and made a down payment on a condo with the sale of Yiayia’s beloved Kythnos house. By twenty-five, I was an adjunct professor and a homeowner of a small place by the beach. A big step away from the suburbs, no more cohabitating with Mom, no more land-locked living, just miles and miles of sand and ocean, I finally had a breath of fresh air. And a place to call my own.


But I still felt unsettled.


I shared none of this with my mother, who believed her daughter was successful and happy. After years of a difficult marriage, I didn’t want to burden Mama because for the first time in my life, I saw her happy.


I think about Mama and how different her life is now from when she was married to “the American”—as Yiayia called my father.


After my grandfather died, Mama sent Yiayia enough money to maintain her apartment in Athens and her summer cottage on the island, but after the divorce from the American, Yiayia had to choose: either the winter or summer house. Yiayia chose to keep the latter. It was her haven. Winters on Kythnos were brutal: sharp winds, low temperatures even for the Mediterranean, but she couldn’t bear the thought of getting rid of her sweet, white house with its luscious garden.

OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0vii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
6%

&rg uasLon

ANOVEL

KIMBERLY K. ROBESON

swp

SHE WRITES PRESS





