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To friends in Greece who became my family.


To the city of Thessaloniki which became my home.


R
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Words buzzed past like angry bees. On the edge of her chair and listening intently, Kate tried to grab a familiar Greek word amid the scramble of sounds. Announcements from the Olympic Airline loudspeaker in New York’s Kennedy Airport waiting area came in a steady stream, first in Greek, then English, then French. Despite working the past three months to learn the Greek language, Kate could make out only Kalispera or “Good evening.”


She glanced down at the dark-blue textbook open on her lap. Conversational Greek. Worry spun circles inside her chest. With effort, Kate could read sentences about Peter attending classes at the university or Mary going for lunch. But neither those words, nor the memory of her tutor’s slow-paced voice, were anything like what surrounded her now. She closed the book.


At twenty-five years of age, this was Kate’s first time in New York. It was September 1974. Here, people walked too quickly and spoke too fast. They didn’t smile or offer an “excuse me” after bumping into her. The sheer number of people was overwhelming, in stark contrast to her early morning start in Texas. After the hour drive from her hometown to Lubbock, she was comfortable in the airport with cowboys in wide-brimmed hats and women whose teased hair reached skyward. At Love Field in Dallas, the men wore business suits and women’s hairstyles were more fashionable, but most everyone was friendly, or at least polite. New York was full of unwelcoming strangers with eyes fastened straight ahead.


Kate used her dollars—too many dollars—for a sandwich and a Coke. She had an hour until boarding the late evening flight. Kate threw away her trash and crammed herself and her carry-on bag into a phone booth. Hands shaking, she slipped a dime into the slot for a collect call to her parents in their small West Texas town. As they accepted the charges, she imagined them joined together and sharing the earpiece of the kitchen phone, her father’s balding head against her mother’s always perfect hairdo.


Working to keep her voice steady, she started out. “So far so good.”


As they greeted her, the sound of their voices made her breath catch in her throat. What have I done? She was on her way to a distant country where she wouldn’t know a soul.


“I’m glad we got that return ticket with an open date,” Kate continued, comforted by the knowledge she could come back home soon if things didn’t work out. For a fleeting moment, Kate wished she was back in her parents’ kitchen, in her chair between the two of them, finishing dinner before heading to the TV room. Her finger traced the slots for nickels, dimes, and quarters on the pay phone.


Earlier in the summer, Kate had been thrilled with the offer of a speech therapy position in a center for Greek cerebral palsied children in the northern port city of Thessaloniki. She had resigned from her job in Colorado, packed boxes, and piled clothes into her orange Karmann Ghia for the drive back home to Texas, ready for an exciting overseas adventure.


Her giddy anticipation came to an abrupt halt one morning several weeks before she was scheduled to leave in mid-September. Kate stepped off her parents’ porch into the already blinding sun for the rolled-up Lubbock newspaper. Sliding the rubber band off the paper, she was shocked by the photograph on the front page. Angry protesters in Athens gathered around a burning American flag, flames shooting into the air. Kate couldn’t believe what she read next: “American tourists’ cameras were smashed to the ground in Thessaloniki.”


Thessaloniki. In a very short time, Greece and Thessaloniki had migrated to the center of her universe. Her destination for a job and a new home had now become a danger zone.


Propped against pillows on her bed, Kate read accounts in Time magazine that anti-American sentiment was rampant after the collapse of the Greek dictatorship in July. Greece and Turkey were at war over Cyprus.


“But why blame all of this on us—on America?” she said aloud to Schatzi, the dachshund nestled beside her. His brown eyes looked up at her expectantly. He had no answer.


At supper in early September, Kate and her parents had sat around the dining table, ice cubes melting in their tall glasses of sweet tea. Her dad cleared his throat and repositioned his glasses on his face.


“Katie, I called the State Department today.”


Her head spun in his direction. “You what?” Her voice was almost a shriek.


She couldn’t believe he hadn’t consulted her. The process of becoming independent from her parents had been lengthy. But now that Kate had lived on her own for the past two years, she was accustomed to making decisions for herself. She gritted her teeth. The conversation was yanking her backward in time.


He shrugged his shoulders. “I just thought I’d find out if there were any advisories against Americans traveling to Greece.” The air conditioner whirred in the background.


Seeing his furrowed brow and eyes squinting with concern, Kate softened. “What did they say?”


“They said they couldn’t stop you from going over there.” He waited. “But they also said you shouldn’t appear to be an American.” He raised his eyebrows with skepticism, mirroring her own thought of that improbability. With Kate’s brownish-blond hair, cheerleader smile, and turned-up nose, there seemed little chance she could pass for someone other than an American.


“That’s easy, then. I’ll just pretend to be Canadian.” She didn’t try hiding her sarcasm.


Her mother refolded her napkin and put it next to her plate, smoothing the contours of her hair, although nothing was out of place, even in this heat. Kate knew it was all her mother could do not to scream, “Stop all this nonsense and stay home where it’s safe!” Instead, her mother reached for the pitcher of tea and refilled their glasses.


Kate broke the silence. “I don’t care. I’m going. Mrs. Stylianou said there was nothing to be afraid of.” She had written her contact at the therapy center in Thessaloniki asking if it would be safe for an American to come to Greece right now. Unfolding the letter next to her plate, Kate again read words to them in a voice louder than necessary . . . words encouraging her to come.


“When we read your letter to our friends, they all laughed at my question. You have no reason to worry.”


Kate turned the letter in their direction as if to emphasize the message. “She even said she’d be wearing a skirt with the colors of the American flag when she meets me at the airport.” Kate slid the letter back in the envelope. “If I don’t do this now, who knows when I’ll get another chance?”


Her father moved the tines of his fork across the remnants of chicken fried steak on his plate. He seemed to choose his words carefully. “We don’t want to stop you, Katie. We just want to make sure you’ll be safe.” Her mother was silent and began stacking their dishes to move to the sink.


Kate sipped the sweetness gathered at the bottom of her glass, then forced a smile across the table to her parents. “It’s gonna be okay.” Her words were meant for herself as well as them. “It’s all gonna be okay,” she repeated.


The air conditioner hummed, and the ice cubes continued melting. Her father stood and put his hands lightly on Kate’s shoulders before heading to the TV room. The sound of running water and the clatter of plates came from the kitchen. Their lives together had resumed a normal routine, at least temporarily.


Now, a few weeks later, Kate was momentarily surprised to remember where she was . . . in a phone booth in New York. Her eyes scanned the teal polyester pantsuit and patterned rayon blouse she and her mother decided would be best for traveling. Posing with a broad smile in front of the trifold mirror at Hemphill-Wells Department Store in Lubbock, hands on her hips, she had imagined herself stepping off the plane in Greece. What happened to all of my excitement? Kate turned back to the phone and focused on the black circle with numbers in white surrounding the dial.


“Oh, sugar. You’re gonna do just fine.” Her mother’s voice was higher pitched than usual.


“Now don’t forget to keep your Canadian disguise on.” Her father attempted humor.


“Don’t worry—it’s all in place.” Kate patted her hair, remembering when she had styled it many hours before in the bathroom mirror at home.


“Well, guess I’d better go.” She strained to keep her voice even. “I’ll find a way to let you know I got there okay.” Kate worked to mask her reluctance. After saying goodbye multiple times, she placed the phone back on the hook and watched the traffic stream past the glass plates of the phone booth.


Kate stood and pulled opened the bifold door, hoisting her carry-on bag on her shoulder. She returned to the Olympic Airlines pre-boarding area and found an unoccupied hard plastic chair near the gate.


And waited.












two R






Kate clicked her seatbelt. She watched the shadows of men loading baggage onto the Olympic flight bound for Athens. It’s really happening. She was here and couldn’t run off the plane at the last minute, as a tiny part of her fantasized. Lights blinked into the darkness of the night sky while the steady vibration of engines hummed.


The intercom called for attention. An attractive stewardess with almond-shaped eyes was dressed in a blue suit with a pillbox hat fastened to her dark, wavy hair. As Kate watched her acting out the instructions, a momentary fear took hold. She would be flying all the way across the Atlantic Ocean, over hundreds of miles of deep, dark water. A shiver ran through her body. Kate squeezed her eyes shut for a brief moment as the plane taxied down the runway.


Half an hour into the flight, Kate watched the stewardess approach, now with a fitted apron and a blue-and-white scarf knotted to one side of her neck. Her eyes skipped past Kate as she slid a tray her way. What is this? Dinner? And a small bottle of wine? Kate unfolded a cloth napkin, aware of yet another step she was taking into a new world.


Until now she had only flown between Texas and Colorado or Wyoming. After fumbling with the salad dressing container, she struggled to spread butter onto a hard roll, then ate the beef tips and rice in silence. Kate sipped the last of the wine and returned her tray to the stewardess. She glanced at her fellow passengers who were getting comfortable with the pillows and small blankets passed to them. Following suit, she eventually dozed off.


Suddenly, Kate jerked awake. Her watch said 2:00 a.m., but red light slivered from beneath the plastic window shade. She raised it and saw the dawn sky shimmering dramatically on snow-covered peaks. Her heart jumped, this time with delight. Are these the Alps? Kate wanted to ask someone, but the man in the adjacent seat was asleep. She gazed and gazed, stunned by the grandeur of the sight.


Kate stretched her legs as far as she could under the seat in front of her. She continued staring out the window at the brightness, speeding toward a new life she never could have imagined. Only four years before, she had walked down a church aisle in a confection-spun wedding dress of satin and tulle, floating in a fantasy. Jim waited in front at the altar, smiling and handsome in a black tux. Kate was thrilled to be handed off from her father’s arm to the arm of her future husband. Her father had always taken care of her, and now she would be secure with Jim. It was a dream she’d had since a little girl, when she would painstakingly cut out elaborate dresses for her paper doll brides.


The words from the minister and the rest of the marriage ceremony were a blur. When the organ sounded a triumphant recessional, they hurried down the aisle, out the church doors, and into their happy new life together. Jim would finish law school and she would complete graduate school, and then “real life” would start.


The once promising future, however, was stopped cold. Surely, whatever was waiting at the other end of this airplane ride couldn’t be as difficult as losing the man of her dreams. Like most of her sorority sisters at their Southern Baptist university, Kate’s plan after college was to become a wife and mother, imitating the lives of her parents and grandparents, a continuous series of happy stories. A life which had seemed on track until a rainy Sunday afternoon in Waco, two years into the marriage, vanished.


Hearing his tread on the stairs leading to their second-floor apartment, Kate wiped her hands on her apron and headed to greet him. Jim was returning from studying at the law library. He kept his back to her after shutting the door and paused before turning around.


“Hey, darlin’,” Kate said as she reached out to him. Jim was the golden-haired, golden-voiced, broad-shouldered person who could easily unlock the meaning of an Emily Dickinson poem for her English literature paper. He always knew what he was talking about. He always made the decisions for them.


“Hey,” he murmured, as he shook the rain off his jacket. His embrace was brief before moving to his usual chair, the green velour Barcalounger they’d picked out at the furniture store. She perched on the arm of the couch nearby, facing him. It was then she realized something was wrong. His face was a mask. Kate watched him avoid her eyes. What’s happening? Did a job offer fall through? She waited for him to start, just like she always did.


“Listen,” he finally began, “there’s something I gotta talk to you about.”


“Sure, Bunky.” She used the pet name they’d had for each other since their earliest days together.


“We’re coming up to a decision time,” Jim continued.


Kate assumed she had guessed right, and it had something to do with where they’d move in the fall after their studies ended. His job, of course, would take precedence, but she’d already started the hunt for speech therapy positions in their target areas. “I know. I’ve already been researching jobs in Fort Worth and Tyler—”


“I’m not sure that’s the best thing.” Jim still would not look at her. His voice was curt. His briefcase remained in his lap. He slid his fingers over the handle back and forth, back and forth. He stopped and took a deep breath. “This marriage thing just isn’t working out for me.” His eyes stayed focused on his hands. Jim’s voice, his beautiful voice that could soar in a solo at the Baptist church, was barely audible. “There’s a big world out there.” He paused. “I don’t think I can see it with you.”


The air went out of Kate’s chest like she’d been punched. She stared at him in disbelief. The room spun. There was nothing to hold onto. “What on earth are you talking about? You can’t mean that!” she yelled into the living room they had carefully decorated with wedding gifts.


Finally, he faced her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen this way.” Despite the harsh message he had just delivered, there was a softness in his eyes.


Kate fell back onto the couch, clenching her fists and covering her face. Her breath came in short bursts. Any power she might have had seemed to be slipping away. “No! No! No!” Her words died in her throat as she ran into the bedroom and fell on the bed. She clawed the bedspread, sobbing and searching desperately for words she could use to make Jim understand how wrong this all was. But Kate had never been good at making him change his mind. And, as she gradually calmed, she knew this time would be no different.


One month later, Kate sat in the bedroom watching her older brother stretch masking tape over the last of the boxes. “Nothing else from here, Katie?” Her father stood in the doorway, slipping off his work gloves and wiping his brow with a handkerchief.


“That’s it, Dad. Thanks.” Kate surveyed the room one last time, sighing as her eyes lingered on the cherrywood bedroom suite they’d found in an antique store. It would be staying with Jim. She made herself walk into the living room where she could see the orange and black U-Haul from the second-floor picture window. Her brother and parents were congregated around the trailer, one of them occasionally glancing in her direction. Kate bit her lip, trying to chase away the memories of the reverse process when she and Jim had first moved in two summers ago.


Her divorce had been a fiery crash of dreams onto the hard black asphalt of reality. The next part of her life felt like she was driving in thick fog with only one headlight. A former college roommate invited her to Wyoming, where Kate found a speech therapy job with the Casper school system. Venturing into an unimagined and unwanted life as a single person, Kate sat alone in a different apartment on a different couch, knees scrunched to her chest, arms folded around them, trying not to fall into an abyss.


Months crippled past. At Christmas, her younger brother shoved The Female Eunuch into her hands. “Maybe you should read this.”


A new word—“feminism”—was in the air. She read the book. Then she read other books and consumed page after page of Ms. magazine. Gradually, life as a single person became easier to navigate.


At the end of the school year in Wyoming, Kate was ready to take a leap. She found a more challenging job at a rehabilitation center in a larger city, Colorado Springs. Later that year, Kate spotted an advertisement in a professional journal for another job. In Greece. In a place called Thessaloniki.


Now Kate was on an airplane moving away from everything familiar and heading to Greece. She reached into the seat pocket and pulled out Conversational Greek. Mary and Peter were going for lunch near the university.


“Pou einai to kainourio estiatorio?” They were asking for directions to a new restaurant. That much, at least, she understood.
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Stepping into the Athens airport, Kate was immediately overwhelmed by a kaleidoscope of vibrant colors, alongside booming noises and bustling activity. Travelers and employees rushed to their destinations. New York had been hectic, but at least she had been in America. Not any longer. Since planes from other countries were landing at the same time, she was surrounded by a multitude of languages and sights. African women wore scarves piled on their heads, men appeared with capes and loose trousers, and the acrid scent of underarms pervaded.


Momentarily stunned, Kate searched for an unoccupied space and moved toward a wall. After a few seconds, she steadied herself. A sign in English, NON-GREEK CITIZENS, directed her toward a long line. She shifted her travel bag on her shoulder and headed there. As she waited, Kate tried calming herself by reading signs in the cavernous room. The bright red letters EXOTHOS meant “exit,” which she related to the word “exodus.” ELLINIKON referred to “Hellenic,” which she had learned was what Greeks called themselves. Kate distracted herself by reading other Greek words, pretending she was inside a giant puzzle and seeking solace amid the chaos.


Alerts sounded like oversized doorbells, announcing incoming and outgoing flights over the PA system in Greek, followed by a stilted form of English, then French. Kate inched forward in line, searching for another word to dissect while fingering the edges of her passport.


When it was her turn, she shakily presented her passport to the officer at the booth. He wore a light-blue, well-pressed shirt with buttoned epaulets on the shoulders. Kate studied the waves of his dark, well-oiled hair while his eyes remained on her passport. Methodically, he flipped through the blank pages. She recalled the words from the newspaper article: “American tourists’ cameras were ripped from their necks and smashed to the ground.” It was clearly impossible not to appear to be an American with United States of America emblazoned in gold on the front of her passport. The officer raised deep brown eyes to stare at her, matching face with picture in her booklet. He kept a serious expression as he lifted a rubber stamp and ground it onto the blank page. Pushing her passport back, he motioned for the next person in line.


“Efharisto,” she said, thanking him. It was her first time to speak Greek in Greece after hours of practicing at home. He nodded his head in response but didn’t make eye contact.


Kate followed signs to the luggage retrieval area. Her yellow suitcase traveled on a conveyor belt, the only one of its color. It now seemed a lifetime ago when the sunshine-bright suitcase was new and waiting on her bedspread. Kate reached out to grab her bag, excusing herself with “Sygnomee” to a man in front, another of the words she’d practiced repeatedly in front of the bathroom mirror. I’m really here!


Chimes of announcements and the babble of languages crowded around her as she followed the flow of passengers. Finally, Thessaloniki appeared on a sign. She read the curving letters in Greek as well as English. Relief flooded inside. The end of her journey was in sight. Right there. Straight ahead in both languages.


“You made it!” she whispered to herself and rushed forward with renewed purpose.


Kate approached the ticket counter and smiled at the young woman wearing a light-blue blouse and blue-and-white patterned neck scarf. Glancing at the ticket in Kate’s hand, the woman motioned to the board behind her. The word “canceled” in English was below a Greek word obviously giving the same message. It took Kate a few seconds to comprehend what she was reading. “But . . . but you see, I need. . . ” she stammered.


“I am sorry, Miss. There are no airplanes to Thessaloniki today. It is a national strike.” Kate tried to ask what she could do but was met with, “It is not in our control. I am sorry.”


The woman resumed a conversation with her colleagues in rapid-fire Greek. Kate was stunned. This can’t be happening.


With effort, she moved away from the ticket counter and scanned her surroundings. Her eyes fell on a coffee bar across the corridor. Kate pulled her suitcase over to a small table and chair, heart racing toward panic. No flight. What am I going to do now? I need to call Mrs. Stylianou and tell her. Kate knew Thessaloniki was in northern Greece, a distance away from Athens on a map, but she had no idea how far away. Kate chewed on her bottom lip, desperate to find a solution.


Down the wide hallway on the right was a bank of pay telephones. And how do I even make a phone call in Greece? Kate pulled the envelope from Mrs. Stylianou’s last letter with the return address on Aristotelous Street. A memory flashed of her excitement seeing the address when the letter had come.


“Even their streets are named after philosophers!” she’d joked to her mother. That day seemed so long ago.


Kate surveyed the coffee bar. A man in a white shirt and black bowtie poured steaming water into a cup. Patrons at tables enjoyed their coffee and conversation. She needed to ask for help, but what if the person she chose hated Americans?


“Pardon me.” Kate jumped in surprise at the voice coming from behind. “Forgive me. I did not intend to frighten you.” The kind words came from a short, middle-aged man speaking to her in English. His blue shirt had epaulets on the shoulders, and the pair of wings on his nametag possibly indicated he was a pilot. “I think you are having a problem?”


Heartened by the sincere expression on his face, Kate hesitated only briefly before responding. “I am, but I’m afraid you can’t help me. I was scheduled—”


“Yes. Yes. The airline strike. This country, now that it’s free, has some kind of strike every week,” he said with a touch of exasperation yet humor in his voice.


She wasn’t sure what he meant by free, but now was not the time for such a question. “I was supposed to meet someone at the airport in Thessaloniki.” Kate held Mrs. Stylianou’s letter up to him.


“I see.” He scanned the letter. “I am Petros. In English, it is Peter.” Kate shook the hand outstretched to her, half-smiling with the thought she was finally meeting Peter from her textbook.


“Um, I’m sorry. Right now, I can’t remember how to say ‘Happy to meet you’ in Greek.”


“You can say hairo polee but ‘pleased to meet you’ is fine.” His warm smile helped Kate relax a bit.


“Hairo polee,” Kate echoed.


“We can together try to find the name in the telephone book.” He pointed in the direction of the phones and picked up her suitcase. “I am certain this is not the welcome you expected in Greece,” he said as they walked together. Kate forced a smile. He continued. “Also, there are trains from Athens to Thessaloniki.”


Approaching an open booth with an old-fashioned phone attached to a wall, Petros put her suitcase down and lifted a large book attached with a chain. He thumbed through several pages. Kate watched him scan the names on the thin pages, waiting and hoping to see some kind of recognition on his face. She guessed the answer before he said anything. “I am sorry. There is no Stylianou on Aristotelous.”


“I think she said it was her husband’s store?” His finger went down the list more slowly this time.


“There is no Stylianou on Aristotelous Street.” His smile was apologetic. “The train?” Kate’s head started to spin. “Of course, your friends will know there is a strike. Greece is a small country.”


Kate struggled to keep her emotions in check. “I’m afraid that if I take a train, I’ll end up in this same situation with nobody to call.” Her lips quivered with this last word.


At that moment, a broad smile spread across Petros’s face. Kate followed his gaze. A line was forming in front of the ticket counter for flights to Thessaloniki.


“Quick, quick!” He pulled her suitcase down the hallway and made a place for her in what could only loosely be called a line. Kate had already noticed Greeks’ tendency to spread out in front of where they were trying to go next. The idea of standing orderly in front or back of someone else didn’t seem to be a custom here.


Petros waited with Kate, lifted her suitcase for processing, and made sure she had her boarding pass. Sticking her hand out to him, Kate began, “You have no idea how much I appreciate your help today.”


Clasping her hand, Petros smiled. “Please say a good word to your President Ford for the poor small country of Greece when you return to America. That is, if you ever go back there after the beautiful Greece.”


Kate thanked him again and watched as he disappeared into the crowd. A broad grin spread on her face. This was the first full-faced smile she had since . . . and then she realized she had completely lost track of time. Her watch showed it was nighttime back home. Yet it seemed like she’d been gone weeks instead of hours.


A chime and an announcement signaled her flight. Kate didn’t know several kinds of gods were smiling on her. This would be the very last flight to Thessaloniki before the strike began in earnest.
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The airplane to Thessaloniki was a small one with two seats per row, every seat occupied. Once in the air, Kate pulled out the thin blue letter from Mrs. Stylianou. She ran her finger around the small squares of red-and-blue border design, recalling when it had first arrived.


Opening the mailbox in the lobby of her apartment complex in Colorado Springs, she had gasped. Her name and address were on the distinctive envelope. Stamps featured colorful drawings of women in native costumes and Hellas, a word she assumed meant “Greece.” Inside her apartment, Kate sank down in her beanbag chair with the unopened letter and stopped to stare at Pike’s Peak outside her window. It rose toward the sky, just as it had for eons.


Kate hesitated, hands shaking with anticipation. It was June, and she had given up hope of hearing back from the Hellenic Center for Cerebral Palsied Children. The advertisement in a professional journal appeared in March. She’d responded on a whim. The job description read, “Greek language background preferred but not required.” Kate was seeking a new adventure somewhere—anywhere.


Steadying her hands, Kate let out a long breath and slid her finger carefully under the fold to open the envelope. She held the onionskin blue pages and marveled at the neatly spaced words. The lines spreading down the page were almost mechanically perfect, each English letter precisely formed. Her breathing stopped as she worked to comprehend the meaning of the words on the paper.


“Please excuse me that I answer you after such a long period of time.” Mrs. Stylianou, the center’s representative, explained she had to wait for the nine board members to meet and discuss the position.


Kate’s heart quickened as she continued reading.


“We decided to ask you to work in our center, and we hope that after you spend two or three months here, you will be able to speak the language enough to help our children.”


Kate let out a yell and held the letter to her chest, wiping away tears with the back of her hand. A new door was opening in her life, into a life beyond her wildest dreams.


Mrs. Stylianou explained the salary would be small but that it was almost twice what was paid to the physiotherapists, since there was no training for speech therapists in Greece. She suggested there was an opportunity for private practice work in the afternoons after the clinic closed.


“There will be many patients begging for your help,” the letter continued. “We are sorry that we are unable to pay for your airfare, but we will provide for you once you arrive.”


It didn’t matter. The money she’d been saving for a trip to Europe with her brother was waiting in her bank account.


Kate jumped up and rushed to her bedroom to call her parents in Texas. She knew her mother would be in the kitchen starting supper. Grabbing the receiver of the phone in her bedroom, she pulled on the long cord so she could walk while she talked.


“Mother!” she screamed. “You’ll never believe it! They want me in Greece!” Her voice had broken with the last word.


To get ready for her adventure, Kate was surprised to find an album, Learning Modern Greek in Record Time, in a Colorado Springs bookstore. Listening as the calm male voice guided her into the mystery of this new language, she cracked the code of the alphabet and soon could read words. A Greek tutor in Denver introduced her to the book Conversational Greek and helped with grammar rules and short conversations. Kate quit her job at the end of July and headed back home to Texas.


Now, in the sky over Greece, she closed her eyes and imagined a scene she’d witnessed many times of her mother in the kitchen talking to their two dachshunds. She drifted off to sleep.


Kate was jolted awake by an intercom announcement and a shift of altitude. The plane broke through the clouds. Her breath caught in her throat. Down below, a city with rows of multistory buildings curved around a body of water. Sunlight sparkled as it bounced off waves. Kate had studied Thessaloniki in the World Book Encyclopedia at home and knew the Gulf of Salonika was at one edge of the Aegean Sea. And now part of that same Aegean Sea was directly below. Her heart danced with excitement. Kate fluffed her hair and peeked at her makeup in the small circle mirror of her compact.


Craning her head to look out again, she saw a building at one end of the runway, covered by a brown-and-green camouflage net. Military planes were parked nearby. Was this connected to Greece’s war with Turkey over Cyprus that she’d read about? And what about the anti-Americanism she’d been warned of? Her thrill switched to unease.


Kate glanced around again at the faces of her fellow passengers. Many of them showed some similarity of dark hair, olive complexions, and prominent noses. There had been a few glances of curiosity in her direction. Her brownish-blond hair and upturned nose didn’t match anyone else on the plane. No one had tried to start a conversation, and she had been safe in her anonymity. Kate folded and refolded her hands as she waited for the bump of landing.


They taxied toward a modest two-story building, with the word “Thessaloniki” atop in both Greek and English. As the plane grounded to a halt, the space around her erupted with a cascade of Greek words, as passengers gathered their belongings and pushed toward the exit. Kate followed the crowd as they descended a shaky metal stairway onto the tarmac. Suddenly, she was on Greek land. A rush of warm air hit as she joined the group walking toward the building. Even in September it feels like summer. Something about the warmth nudged optimistic feelings to switch back on. Kate smiled tentatively. Maybe this is a good idea after all?


Once inside the airport, Kate searched for Mrs. Lena Stylianou. She scanned the crowd waiting in a cordoned-off area. No one was waving at her. No one wore the colors of the American flag, as promised in her letter. Men in open-necked shirts and slacks and with briefcases rushed past on their way to the glass doorways at the other end of the large room. A few grandmothers in black dresses with pocketbooks on their arms waited, holding the hands of small children anxious to run and meet parents from the flight. Kate moved closer to a conveyor belt disgorging luggage. She took turns monitoring the glass doors and the suitcases making their rounds. At last, her yellow suitcase, now with black marks and smudges, appeared. The space had quickly emptied, with only a few people milling about in the sudden quiet.


An older man, an Olympic employee in a gray uniform, approached. “Help with suitcase for bus? To Thessaloniki?”


“No, efharisto,” using her much practiced “thank you.” “I am waiting to be picked up.”


He shook his head. “No stay here. All passengers go to city. Olympic terminal in city.” His eyes were kind but there was an insistence in his voice.


Kate had neither the willpower nor the words to protest. Reluctantly, she followed him and her suitcase through the glass doors and to a waiting bus. Gasoline vapors surrounded her as she watched her suitcase hoisted into the luggage hold. Kate summoned the energy to pull herself up the stairs and drop into an empty seat on the first row. Up to this point, she had not cried. Mrs. Lena Stylianou had said she would meet her at the airport, but she was not here. And now Kate was heading into the city. What will I do there? No phone number. Only a street address. Nothing else. She let go. Tears slipped down her cheeks.


Kate stared straight ahead, listening to the engine rev and watching the driver’s hand grab the black ball of the gear shift. And then he paused. He noticed something. Kate did too. Running toward the bus was a slim woman in a white blouse and a long skirt in the colors of red, white, and blue.


Shooting up from her seat, Kate stumbled down the stairs and into the waiting arms of Mrs. Lena Stylianou.


“I am very sorry, Kate,” she greeted in perfect English as their embrace ended. “We heard on the radio that the strike was delayed. Let us find your luggage.”


Kate pointed to the yellow suitcase and the driver set it on the sidewalk. Mrs. Stylianou’s smile was warm. “Welcome to Greece. We are very happy to have you with us.”


“Efharisto, Mrs. Stylianou.” Kate wanted to show she had learned some Greek.


“Please. I am Lena. Let us go, shall we?”


Still shaking, Kate reached for the handle of her suitcase, finding Lena’s hand already there. This lovely woman beamed at her. Kate smiled back, feeling the turmoil of her journey melt away. Together they lifted the suitcase.


At last, I think I may have finally arrived.
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Kate worked to match Lena’s stride as they lugged her suitcase past rows of small cars, sneaking glances at her companion as they walked along together. With her light-olive complexion and shiny dark-brown hair pulled back with a clip, Lena was beautiful. Really beautiful. Kate realized she hadn’t thought much about what Mrs. Stylianou would be like. Lena was much younger than she’d anticipated, probably just a few years older than Kate. And she exuded kindness.


Walking along, Kate thought for a moment she’d landed in a miniaturized world, as the cars seemed shrunken in comparison to American models. Nothing here resembled the collection of Buicks, Chevrolets, and pickup trucks in the parking lot of the Lubbock airport when she started her trip under a wide, blue Texas sky. The sky here was also bright but with a slight haziness.


Kate’s energy began to fade. She had no idea if her departure had been one day ago or two. She’d lost track of time. The sunlight showed it was probably early afternoon in Greece. Slightly dizzy, she was grateful when Lena stopped behind a car of a foreign make she didn’t recognize. Kate took the chance to lean onto it and breathe in the thick, warm air.


“We are here.” Lena’s voice was calm and had a musical quality. She unlocked the trunk of a small, boxy white car.


Feeling a bit self-conscious about her oversized luggage, Kate wondered what Lena thought as they struggled to fit it into the limited trunk space. With a final push, the yellow suitcase was in place. Kate slipped off her jacket before settling in the front seat.


“I hope that your trip was not too difficult.” Lena smiled cordially at Kate as they shut their doors.


“It was scary when I found out about the strike, but a very nice man at the airport in Athens came to my rescue.” Kate let out a long breath as she recalled Petros and his kindness. For the first time since her trip began, she felt safe. Lena started the car, and they were off.


They eased out of the parking lot, past the surprising sight of palm trees lining the exit and onto a busy highway. “Your English— you speak so beautifully.” Kate was asking a question with her comment.


Lena nodded her head to one side. “I was fortunate to attend a private English-speaking high school. And that is where I met my husband, Yiannis.” Her smile broadened. “You will meet him soon at our home, which is half an hour from Thessaloniki. Our boys are staying with my mother in the city for the night. You will meet them tomorrow.”


The mention of the boys crushed the lightness Kate was just beginning to feel. In one of her letters, Lena had mentioned that she had a child with cerebral palsy. With all the airport adventures, Kate had temporarily forgotten the reason for her trip. She was here to do a job. Mrs. Stylianou, this lovely Lena, had brought her here to help her son speak better. In Greek. A language eluding her so mightily that she couldn’t fathom carrying on a conversation, let alone do her job.


“I’m really happy to be here. But I’m worried about the language.”


“Please do not worry. Because there are no speech therapists trained in Greece, you have techniques we do not have in this country. We will help you, and you will help our children.” Lena’s confidence tamped down Kate’s fears, at least temporarily. Soon they turned onto a smaller road, heading away from what appeared to be a city.


“Thessaloniki?” Kate asked, pointing behind them.


“Bravo. Yes. Some people call it Saloniki or Salonika or Thessalonika—so you have many choices.” She glanced at Kate. “Our city was named for a sister of Alexander the Great, Princess Thessalonike of Macedon. Their father was King Philip of Macedonia.”


Kate watched the city fade into the landscape as the names Alexander the Great and Macedonia swirled in her head. She knew Alexander the Great from history classes and Macedonia from Baptist Sunday School lessons, but she had never expected to actually be in this ancient land. Here was the Thessaloniki on maps, in the newspapers, mispronounced by her friends when she told them where she was headed. And now she was finally here. Kate’s fatigue gradually took over, as she stifled a yawn with her hand. Her arms and legs rested heavily in the seat.


There was a haze in the air as they drove along. It made the scene seem almost dream-like, with whitewashed churches and rows of tall, thin cypress trees scattered on the horizon. Buses and trucks whizzed by on the narrow two-lane road, passing Lena’s slower-moving car. Their horns honked as they signaled going by, blaring a series of musical notes. Kate contrasted it to driving to the Lubbock airport in her parents’ car at the start of her trip, where orderly four-lane highways skirted past rows of cotton fields, and pickup trucks trailed streams of dust in the distance. A world away. Literally.


“I hope your family is well,” Lena said, keeping her eyes on the road ahead. “We invite you to call them from our home to let them know you arrived safely.”


Kate checked her watch, still set on Texas time. “Thank you. But I’m afraid it’s still early morning for them.” She imagined daylight creeping into the darkness surrounding her parents’ two-story home and the quiet in their bedroom as they slept. A twinge of homesickness struck. Turning her face toward the window and away from Lena, she squeezed back unexpected tears. “Maybe I can call them later.”


They passed through what she assumed was a village. Men sat outside a coffee shop on one side of the road. An empty restaurant with small tables and chairs was on the other, unlit strands of light bulbs crisscrossing over the patio. Atop the building Kate saw a sign with rambling shapes that she couldn’t read. Greek letters in script? Her lessons in Greek hadn’t gone beyond upper- and lowercase block letters. Currents of fear circled inside at this new reminder of the complexity of the language. How will I ever do this? Something akin to dread began creeping inside. She watched the landscape change to fields with an occasional house or building.


They drove in silence until Kate heard the click of a blinker signal. Lena slowed and they left the road, passing through a green metal gate between white stucco walls. A curving lane ran alongside trees standing in ordered rows and reaching toward the horizon. The afternoon sun traced their shadows on the brown earth.


“Yiannis is very proud of his trees—olives, almonds, and pistachios.”


Kate heard the delight in Lena’s voice.


“We moved here only a few months ago, but he started the farm a few years before then. It was another child for him. You can see he is a very good father!”


Kate smiled at this playful remark, glad for the relief from her unease. They drove on toward a large two-story stone house with red geraniums in window boxes. Trumpet vines spilled over a wall on the left. Kate smiled as she recognized small peach and apricot trees on the right, familiar from her grandmother’s yard. Ahead, a carport was attached to the house, with another car parked there.


“We will leave your suitcase. Yiannis will get it later.”


Walking across a flagstone patio, Kate was surprised to see three sheep grazing on the grass nearby. Just beyond, she glimpsed a garden with multicolored zinnias and vegetables. A faint smell of animals scented the air. She stopped on hearing a strange honking noise coming from behind the house.


Lena laughed. “Yes, it is a funny sound. ‘Peacocks,’ I think in English. We have many animals here.”


The front door was intricately carved with vines and flowers, making Kate wonder if she were entering into a fairy tale. Lena pulled open the heavy door, and they were inside an entryway with low light filtering through a row of small windows. A wooden stairway led upstairs. Lena stopped to remove her shoes and put on slippers.


“If you do not mind, we remove our shoes inside the house. Please take any pair you would like.” A row of many shoes lined one wall. “My husband’s father owns a shoe factory. We are not without shoes!” Lena laughed again.


Kate sat on a small, caned chair and unbuckled the Mary Jane pumps she’d been wearing for almost two days, choosing a pair of slippers. The fur lining and soft leather felt luxurious against her nylon stockinged feet, and she welcomed this unusual practice of removing shoes when entering a house.


“Yianni—we are here!” Lena yelled upward.


Their footsteps echoed off the stone walls of the lower entry and the wooden steps of the stairway, which led to a highly polished floor at the top. To the left was a kitchen with a brightly colored oilcloth on the table and four ladderback chairs. To the right, windows and a door opened onto a balcony. Straight ahead, a large living room with white stucco walls revealed a stone fireplace and wall-to-ceiling bookshelves.


Kate heard music. To her surprise, it was the jazz standard “Autumn Leaves” sung in heavily accented English. She flashed on a scene less than one week before at Furr’s Cafeteria in Lubbock, a silver-haired woman playing this song on a grand piano. West Texas farmers and shoppers carried trays to Formica tables accompanied by this “touch of class.” Her parents, aunt and uncle, and cousins had gathered at Furr’s for a farewell dinner before Kate left for Greece. Dining at Furr’s Cafeteria had been a part of her life since a little girl. Now, hearing the familiar tune “Autumn Leaves” in this magnificent Greek home only reinforced the surreal sense of what she was experiencing.


Entering the room, Kate found the source of the music was a small black-and-white television with snowy reception in one corner. Next, her eyes were drawn to a series of striking black-and-white photographs hung on one wall of the living room.


A set of windows brought in late-afternoon light. In the center of the room, three large, overstuffed chairs were arranged around a low table with magazines and an open newspaper. The scent of a cigarette and a cloud of smoke rose from one of the chairs. Kate followed Lena farther into the room. Someone was seated, a cigarette poised between his fingers.


“And this is my husband, Yiannis.” Lena encouraged Kate in his direction. The man balanced his cigarette on the edge of an ashtray and slowly rose to greet her.


He was smallish, with a somber expression, and wore a baggy, gray sweater. Kate was taken aback by a thin line of scars running from his eyebrow to his mouth on one side, creating a slight asymmetry to his face. He had dark-rimmed glasses and a bushy black mustache. Kate hesitated. Nothing about him seemed welcoming.


Kate reached her hand out to him. “Eimai ee Katina,” she spouted the introduction she had practiced with her tutor but hadn’t yet had the chance to use. Her embrace of Lena, when she’d stumbled down the steps of the bus, had taken the place of any formal greeting.


Yiannis’s hand met hers. He stared at her for a few moments with eyes steely and cold. Suddenly, his face broke open with a large smile and his eyes softened.


He responded in perfect but accented English. “Hello, Katina. I am Yiannis.” He motioned to a chair. “Please sit, Katina.”


She followed his invitation and perched on the edge of the chair.


“Kate,” Lena said. “The name ‘Katina’ is very old-fashioned. You could be called ‘Kaitie’ or ‘Katerina’ instead.”


Yiannis interrupted his wife. “No, no, Lena.” Yiannis grinned at her and then at Kate. “I think we should call her ‘Katina.’ It will fit in just the right way. Yemize to stoma,” he said, accompanying these Greek words with a hand gesture opening and closing.


“He says it fills up the mouth,” Lena translated.


Kate took this for something good, judging by the way Lena smiled at the idea.


With mock seriousness, Yiannis intoned, “I baptize you Katina.”


Kate attempted to smile. She didn’t know anything about Greek baptisms or the importance in Greek culture of bestowing a name.


All Kate knew was she needed to rest. And hopefully, very soon, to sleep.
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When she awoke, it took Kate a moment to remember where she was. The room was bright and sunny. Her yellow suitcase was open on the other twin bed; her pantsuit draped over a chair. Car horns sounded from the road in one direction and farm animals from the other. Greece. The Stylianou farm. She checked her watch, now set on Greek time. Eleven o’clock.


Kate tied the belt of her bathrobe and peeked out the door, listening for voices or movement in the house before venturing down the hall to the bathroom. She washed her face, then wished herself a “good morning” with her new name.


“Kalimera, Katina,” she said to the mirror.


Through open windows in the hallway, she heard a high-pitched female voice speaking rapidly, followed by responses from a voice she recognized as Lena’s. Moving to get a better view, Kate saw Lena and a woman of small stature, both bent over as they gathered bounty from the garden out front. The day dazzled with sunlight.


Kate made her way into the kitchen. A plate was set out on the table, alongside a rounded loaf of bread, knife, slices of feta cheese, and two ripe figs. A jar of Nescafe coffee and spoon sat next to a cup. Just as she was trying to figure out how she would heat water for coffee, Kate heard footsteps on the outside stairway. The kitchen door swung open.


“Kalimera!” Lena’s voice sung out.


Even in an oversized work shirt and skirt with grass stains, Lena had a radiance about her. Kate had temporarily forgotten how magical Mrs. Stylianou had turned out to be.


“Kalimera,” Kate answered back.


“I hope that you slept well,” Lena smiled, washing her hands. “May I make your first morning coffee in Greece?”


“Yes, efharisto,” Kate thanked her and tried sawing through the crusty loaf, ending up with a crooked piece of bread.


Kate watched Lena boil water in a small, long-handled pot with a pouring lip, and then spoon coffee into the cup.


“Milk?” Lena asked. “It is from our sheep.”


Milk from their own sheep? Kate had never had such a thing.


“Parakalo,” Kate answered. “Please” was another of her much-practiced Greek words.


Lena stirred hot water into the coffee crystals and added the milk. “Later today we will go into Thessaloniki and meet my children: Aris, and Soto—the one with cerebral palsy.”


With that announcement, anxiety flooded in. Soto. Her job. To improve this boy’s speech in a language which spun around her in a whirlwind of chaos. Even in the best of circumstances, it would be a challenge to do therapy in a foreign language. But she couldn’t understand regular Greek, much less the distorted words of someone with cerebral palsy.


“Kala.” Kate nodded her head and used another of the words she knew . . . “good.”


Kate’s previous delight just a few moments earlier had now evaporated. With two hands for steadiness, she brought the cup of steaming coffee to her mouth. She tried recalling the few cerebral palsied children she’d helped during her two years of working and others from her summer job as a counselor in a camp for disabled children. What would Soto be like? How severe was his cerebral palsy? Would he like her? What Greek words could she say to him and his brother? And, ultimately, could she help him?


Neither the tanginess of the feta, nor the sweetness of the figs could steer her mind away from her apprehension. Although she’d had some specialized training in working with these children, Kate was not yet a seasoned therapist.


Lena interrupted her thoughts. “I must go to a nearby village for a few hours. I will leave lunch for you and come back later. You may walk around the farm or get more rest. I hope that is not a problem?” Lena asked.


“Thank you, Lena. I’ll be fine,” Kate answered, relieved she could put off the inevitable meeting with Soto a bit longer.


Lena excused herself and left the room. Kate finished her breakfast and washed the dishes. In the bathroom, she stepped into a low tub and fussed with an unusual handheld sprayer to wash the trip off her body. She put on slacks and a dressy blouse, fixed her hair and makeup.


“Yeia sas. Hairo polee pou sas gnorizo.” She addressed the mirror, practicing again the words from drills with her tutor of, “Hello. Very happy to know you.” Kate ventured out onto the balcony, bringing Conversational Greek with her. She leaned against the railing. Sheep munched grass, a peacock stepped daintily around the edge of the vegetable garden, and a man trudged through the orchard in the distance. Kate sat in a cushioned wicker chair and tried studying.


After the lunch of homemade cheese pie and a salad of tomatoes and olives Lena had set out, Kate went back to the bedroom to finish getting ready. Hearing Lena’s car approach, she headed downstairs.


Her shoes waited in the entryway where she’d left them the day before. Kate hesitated momentarily while fastening the second buckle, reluctant for the next set of challenges. Forcing herself to stand, she pulled open the heavy wooden door. Once outside, the farm aromas and the warm sunlight surrounded her as she met Lena at the car. “Thank you very much for your hospitality. I had no idea that I’d be so lucky to be in such a beautiful place.”


“We are the ones who thank you for coming to help us—Katina.” Lena smiled as she emphasized the new name Yiannis had given her.


Once on the road, Kate watched the countryside unfold behind the windshield. She was again amazed by the small cars and the speed with which they raced by. Up ahead, a group of buildings, surrounded by trees and rows of crops, emerged on the left.


“This is the American Farm School where we got our eggs and fresh vegetables before we moved to our farm.”


“American?”


“Yes. After the Second World War, America helped Greece very much.” Lena smiled. “There have not always been—hostil—?”


“Hostilities?”


“Yes, hostilities between our two countries.”


There it was. Her other fear. She was an American. Lena and Yiannis had been a wonderful surprise, fully embracing her and making her feel welcomed. But she wasn’t sure how they viewed her country. What about the stories she’d read of those who had burned the American flag and stomped on the cameras of tourists? Who were these people and where were they?


After several minutes of silence, Lena turned to the right in the direction of the city. On both sides of the highway were small low-slung structures with land between them. To the left, sparkling water played peek-a-boo beyond stands of trees and tops of buildings, which now became two- and three-story structures. The sight of the sea had a slightly calming effect. But the yoyo of emotions bounced inside, just as they had since the very beginning of her adventure.


“The Gulf of Salonika?” Kate asked as she viewed the water. “Is this near Metamorphosis, where one of your letters was from?”


Metamorphosis. The beautiful Greek word that worked its way into the English language and was the title of a Kafka story she’d read in college.


“That is the Bay of Salonika, connected to the Gulf. Metamorphosis is a few hours away, where my family has a summer home. There are beaches outside of Thessaloniki, and we have a lovely sea walk that travels the length of the city. I am sure you will enjoy it. Since ancient times, the Greeks have made our lives near to water.” Scenes from Kate’s hometown in Texas came to mind, landlocked with miles of treeless prairies. How far away all of that seemed now.
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