
        
            
                
            
        

    



Copyright © Dora Drivas-Avramis 2015.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, by any method, without the prior written consent of the author.



ISBN 978-09940127-0-8 (hardcover)




 ISBN 978-0-9940127-1-5 (ePub)




 ISBN 978-09940127-3-9 (Kindle)



To my parents Marika and Demitrios Drivas
And to all the thousands of Greeks, who crossed the Atlantic with meagre possessions but plenty of dreams, to embrace the young nation of Canada and enrich it with their quiet contributions.



The Buses
Theodore’s Homecoming
Making the Old New Again
Sunset Years
Fatal News
Something Greater Than Love
At George’s Barbershop
No Price So High
The Missing Cross
Misplaced Duty
Divided Loyalties
Double Heartache
First Impressions
The All White Road



The Buses
Alone, at ten every morning he sat on the white wooden chair on his grey veranda and counted the buses going by on Pape Avenue. Every five minutes the northbound bus appeared and then the southbound, one, two, three…twenty, twenty-one…Some buses were empty; others, packed, and he tried to estimate the number of passengers. But he lost his concentration. Sometimes, the drivers’ skill with the wheel grabbed his attention, and his thoughts strayed. Was it twenty-eight or twenty-nine that passed by? He couldn’t remember and he’d start counting all over again until noon. Then he stood, his lanky frame leaning to the side like a tall cypress tree against the wind; he rubbed his bristly beard with his left hand, adjusted his dark-rimmed glasses, and went indoors either to rest or prepare a sandwich for himself.
The next morning, exactly at ten, in his wrinkled black trousers and stained tan sweater, he dragged his tattered slippers bit by bit, stepped onto his veranda again and inhaled the heady fragrance of the lilac tree. Then, he lowered his body and dropped back into his white chair with a look of weariness; he appeared fagged and sallow like the day. As usual he waited to see a bus going by, so he could start counting every five minutes from both directions. If he missed the first one or subsequent ones, it was because the people on the sidewalk distracted him—a young man walking with a handsome dog, a child waving to him from the stroller as his mother pushed it hurriedly or just groups of shoppers from the nearby supermarket who ceaselessly streamed by with their perspiring faces. Once he started the counting and did it for awhile, he placed his hand on his forehead, rubbed his temple and wondered where he left off. It wasn’t easy, but he tried to concentrate on his counting. In between the passing of the buses, he spent the time looking up and down Pape Avenue and admired the tall maple trees here and there; he also noticed the swirls of dust in the cracks of the pavement, and the rubbish that had collected in the gutters. Occasionally, he came up with a ball park figure on the number of passengers in some buses and around noon he’d say, ‘tomorrow again.’ And these words were the farewell and the promise that he’d continue the counting tomorrow.
Formerly, his wife Grace sat calmly in the empty white chair beside him. A petite woman, dun-haired, she admired her colourful tulips, crocuses, peonies, and looked at them intensely as if she was seeing them for the last time. “Ah! Our beautiful flowers, aren’t they lovely, Vasili?” or “Vasili look at that lovely little girl in her white dress and navy sandals, isn’t she gorgeous?” She smiled at everything and everyone and didn’t expect a response from Vasili. Loyal and loving, for forty-five years she was like this with him—a lifetime of unbroken habit prevailed between them. Grace sat faithfully beside him, kept him company, his shadow who rarely heard a word from him.
Her freshness and malleability hooked him from the moment they met on the Queen Frederica ocean liner on their way to Canada from Greece, when she was still at the age when the flexible soul offers itself to the first grasp. And that grasp was Vasili. And she still worshiped him. Occasionally, though, besides the adoration expressed in her plaintive eyes there was a mixture of unease that bordered on fear which seemed to be asking, ‘why don’t you talk to me?’ But she never uttered it, and had accepted this reality with a humourous fatalism. She hoped that some day he’d talk to her and reveal his anxieties.
Calm, close, devoted; she was the one who had first noticed the buses. “Isn’t it strange?” she asked. “Every five minutes they go by in a synchronized way, like clocks which never stop ticking. Some buses are quite full, the passengers resemble packed sardines. Look at that bus, how many people do you suppose are inside, Vasili?” But he never noticed the bus or its passengers.
Now she was gone. A silence reigned. And he remembered… Her image consumed him. It had happened about three months ago, quietly, suddenly and unexpectedly, the day before the celebration of their forty-fifth wedding anniversary. Their two daughters, who had planned the event, had briefed them on the details. It was to be a quiet affair, nothing fancy, a dinner party at a Toronto local restaurant, with just the family and a few close friends, who would come to congratulate them and wish them Chronia Polla, many years and Na ta ekatostisete, may you live one hundred years together.
Vasili vividly recalled her gaiety on that day, her smile and the light in her grey eyes. She placed some bracelets on her left hand and wondered which one would be appropriate for tomorrow’s special occasion; then, held the pearl and diamond earrings against her ear. One after another she tried on the dresses she’d wear, the black satin, then the grey and cinnamon, but couldn’t make up her mind. She was hoping he would help her choose one; she looked at him and waited. Vasili’s apparent disdain for her appearance did not irritate her, for he was always withdrawn.
Around three in the afternoon, she excused herself and went in their bedroom for her nap. She never returned. Still and serene, they found her in the middle of the bed. “Not possible!” “Why?” “But she was not in pain, never sick!” Vasili’s hand started shaking, then his whole body trembled and he fell on his knees. “Why, my Grace?” Her heart simply stopped ticking, according to the doctor. Family and friends came to pay their respects. Instead of Chronia Polla, they shook Vasili’s hand, hugged him, pressed cheeks and said, Eonia e mnimi, “Everlasting, the memory,” “My condolences,” “Remember her.”
Different incidents in various settings floated in his mind. Thoughts bubbled up perpetually from the black springs of his hidden misery, they blotted out the light of day; whichever way he turned his thoughts, Grace’s face appeared. She pressed his clothes, sat by him, slept beside him and smiled at him. She served his dinner and straightened his tie…
Suddenly a familiar voice interrupted his thoughts: “Hi Kyrie Vasili.” A pleasant youth, about twenty, with dark features, wearing jeans and a blue sports jacket, rested his arms on the sloping divider of the two verandas. “Nice to see you again, how are you, sir?”
“How am…, Who…?” To see clearly, Vasili placed his right hand above his grey bushy eyebrows, and turned his head.
“It’s me, sir, Andrea, your neighbour’s son.”
“Andrea! My dear boy,” the old gentleman welcomed him warmly. Gradually, he rose, steadied himself on the veranda’s wooden white railing and slowly stepped closer towards the young man.
“Finished your studies my boy?” and he reached out and clasped both Andrea’s hands.
“I finished my exams, and have a couple years left for my degree. I’ll work here in Toronto during the summer months and return to Vancouver in September, I…” Abruptly, Vasili interrupted Andrea by lifting his wrinkled hand entreating the young man to wait. He turned his head towards the road and said, “Another one went by, that will be number nineteen or twenty…”
“What do you mean Kyrie Vasili, nineteen… what?”
“The buses dear boy, the buses going by, I’ve been counting them…” An awkward silence ensued. The older gentlemen noticed the young man’s perplexity, and he broke the stillness: “She used to count the buses and between them she usually said something, something insignificant in her calm voice and with that sadness in her eyes. It’s strange, in her eyes the buses passed by and I had never noticed them. Do you know what I mean Andrea?”
“Not exactly, Kyrie Vasili,” Andrea answered in a hushed voice. And he continued, “are you referring to Kyria Grace?”
“Yes, my dear wife, the blessed one.” And after a few serene seconds, two tears rolled down Vasili’s white cheeks.
“I’m so sorry for your loss sir. She was a wonderful person, more like my second yiayia than my neighbour. I’ll always remember her kindness and helpfulness, even my siblings considered her their second granny.”
“Thank you Andrea, you’re a good lad and your parents must be very proud of you.”
The uneasy tranquility between them continued. Andrea drummed his fingers on the wooden divider and then he asked with hesitation: “Excuse me for asking sir, but why did Kyria Grace count the buses? I…I mean why did she care about the number of buses? On hearing this, the older gentleman lowered his head and quickly covered his eyes with his left hand; his hushed sobs shook his upper body and a leaden sense of failure overcame him. For the life of him he did not know how to answer Andrea’s question: he could only sob as the great surges of loneliness broke over him and he tasted all its accumulated bitterness.
“I’m truly sorry, sir, I didn’t mean to…” But old Vasili placed his intricately-veined old hand on Andrea’s and said, “please, please, young man no need to apologize…” Still, he did not know what to say to Andrea. But when he noticed the young man’s glance fall on the suitcase beside him and he showed a desire to go indoors, Vasili clasped his hand tighter indicating a need to continue their chat. And suddenly, he blurted out: “I never talked to her. On many occasions, I never talked to her for hours; I was thinking. And she wanted to converse, she yearned to hear something, wanted to talk to someone and this is why she counted the buses, do you see now? I must do the same now that she’s gone; it’s fitting that I do the same because there’s no one for me to talk to, for she’s not here; there’s no one. And only the buses go by on time, every five minutes and I’m counting them for hours and I could count them for days and nights, because she loved the buses. Oh… what am I saying… she did not love them, she counted them, because I was silent and now I’m counting them for her, and I know what it means …, how it feels when there’s no one to talk to you, when there’s no one to answer your questions. Does it make sense to you now, dear boy?”
No, the young man did not understand it; he was hopelessly confused and uncomfortable, but he couldn’t say that out loud. And when old Vasili saw the bewilderment in young Andrea’s grey eyes, he helped him out, “that’s all right my boy; it’s a puzzling matter. You go on in now. Your parents must be anxious to see you.” Andrea pressed his hands into the old gentleman’s and headed indoors. Heavy-hearted, Vasili turned and tried to remember the number of buses that had gone by and he couldn’t. “Enough for today,” he said. And slowly and unsteadily, he too headed indoors and thought that Grace was much better at counting the buses, more exact; and she appeared to be searching for something, waiting for something. He did not know what it was, exactly, but he was determined to keep on counting until he found it. In the meantime, his regret was too painful and raw for having missed the chance to ask her, ‘why the buses in particular, Grace? Why?’ He would keep on counting.



Theodore’s Homecoming
The taxi, a black Mercedes, crawled across the endless mountains under Greece’s burning sun in Southern Peloponnese, the hand of land that waggles its fingers in the Aegean Sea. The driver, whose dark, weather-beaten face was partially covered with his sunglasses, minded the abrupt turns around the mountains. Enjoying the air-conditioning in the back seat, the only passenger Theodore Stamkos, in his late twenties, with his dark shoulder-length hair, wore a spiffy bell-bottomed brown suit, with a gold maple leaf on his lapel, and polished brown loafers. He admired the hills and the rampant oleanders, wild with scent and in all sorts of colours, blossoming on either side of the road. The far-off mountains like a dark faded line that touched the sky gave Theodore a sense of the boundary; he thought: ‘behind that mountain chain lies Plitra Beach, the sea coast village where I was born.’ He noticed the road sign indicating Molae, 25 kilometres; Plitra was 16 kilometres south of Molae and he estimated that in about twenty-five minutes he’d admire Plitra Beach up close.
The peaks of the mountains, the ravines and precipices captivated Theodore. The red, yellow and white rocks, whose hue changed depending on the weather, moved him; he remembered his Papou telling him that the mountains had a history, a history which you had to look closely to find its beginning. “Theodore, my boy, the mountains are like books, you open them and learn all kinds of things. You dig in one place and read: five, ten…twenty million years passed before this mountain sprouted up. In another spot, you find marble, somewhere else, gold, silver or a huge reservoir of cool water.” As a youngster, together with his grandfather, Theodore spent many hours exploring the mountains, which seemed to ask, “Do you want to learn my secrets? Have patience. Dig and read.” And the more the youngster poked about, the more mysterious the mountains became.
As he marveled at them now, his thoughts turned back, way back to the land’s magnificent myths and history. Wherever Theodore looked, he encountered evidence of Greece’s traditions, and an inexplicable blessedness enfolded him; he could spend hours gazing at the mountains, the multi-coloured fields and seashores. Enthused with the beauty around him, he was struck with how wonderfully the present mixed with the past. It was as if history, tradition and legend strolled hand in hand, and Theodore whispered, ‘what heavenly joy! I’ve come back. My roots are deep and strong here, my ten-year absence has not erased them.’
Theodore’s heart fluttered; he was returning to the homeland, which he had left like so many others, to try his luck in Canada. And the luck, thank the Lord, smiled on him. The first years he laboured and learned the hard way how difficult it was to earn a living and also put money aside. He worked at odd jobs in restaurants owned by fellow Greeks in Toronto. As much as he could, he lived frugally and shared a flat with two other bachelors who had come from his village. A penny-pincher and go-getter, he saved the required sum to buy, with his partner Pete, the Elmwood restaurant at the corner of Bloor Street and Dovercourt Road. It was hard at first, but with determination they attracted enough customers to make a good living. And this is why he decided to return to Greece, and planned to spend six whole months. He wanted to rest after working non-stop for ten years, and longed to see his parents and Greece again.
Nostalgia and rest were not the only reasons that brought him back though. Without wanting to admit it, one of the motives was this: to show his village the transformation during his time in Canada. His co-villagers remembered him as a poor lad who ploughed the fields and left one day with a small bundle and his fare for the Queen Frederica ocean liner, bought with borrowed money. No, he was not a vain person. Theodore smiled at the thought of how surprised his family, friends and the whole village would be with his manner of dress and cultured appearance. No one knew of his arrival. He wanted to surprise everybody; he longed to describe Canada’s beauty, from its polite people to its majestic trees, and from its wide roads to its magnificent skyscrapers. Intensely, he felt all these things, but what possessed him presently was the joy of his return.
The taxi passed Molae, built like a colossal amphitheater—its houses, from the base of the Kourkoula Mountain climbed upward like rungs of a ladder one above the other as far as the eye could see. The road ahead was straight and shimmering, like a rolled-out silver ribbon with the burning light on the pavement. Theodore lowered the window and breathed deeply the clean air with its heady fragrance of oregano and thyme. The sun had reached the centre of the clear blue sky, and he noticed a flock of seagulls with their wings outstretched to the limit, as they soared. In the groves in the hollows of the hills, the cicadas sang madly. ‘Canada had everything’ thought Theodore, ‘yes, absolutely everything, but it couldn’t match this country’s beauty.’
With an aching feeling, he remembered his youthful years, his first love which had remained with him like a tattoo, a permanent mark on his left arm, his lifetime vaccine. It was painful to visualize Maria’s oval dark face, her long hair, her sweet chestnut eyes, and her bashfulness. Would she still be there? Again and again he remembered his friends, their beach parties, their fishing expeditions and the jovial times they had. How would his inseparable school friend Michael react when they would meet shortly? Theodore imagined his surprise. He constructed in his mind the image of Plitra, as he remembered it, and the loving faces of his dear friends.
The ever-present white chapels and shrines, the olive, orange and fig groves, and the endless rows of cypress trees created the familiar landscape for Theodore. In a few minutes, the vehicle would approach his beloved village. “Step on it,” he commanded the driver, “I want to reach Plitra’s Agricultural Co-operative before it really gets hot. We’ll stop there for a few minutes.” The driver nodded in agreement and the vehicle’s engine thundered. Theodore remembered clearly the beautiful elongated building with its white stucco walls and green shutters; it was the commercial hub of the area with its significant agricultural activity. The bustle at the impressive co-operative, where the farmers brought their produce, flashed in multi-coloured pictures in Theodore’s thoughts. The place was full of commotion as farmers pulled up with their tractors, mules and donkeys pulling carts full of bins of figs and other products; they greeted each other and chatted about nothing and everything, made deals and haggled with the co-operative’s representatives. Their coaxing and argumentative voices rang in Theodore’s ears now. He couldn’t wait to meet some of them again. Would they recognize him?
A cloud of dust engulfed the taxi as it swirled in the open courtyard of the co-operative. The driver remained in the car. Theodore stepped into the thick heat; the air was on fire and the experience was dizzying. The cicadas went on and on and on… To his astonishment no one was in the dilapidated building which seemed to waver in the sun’s glare. Its exterior, an ochre shade, with countless patches where the white plaster had peeled, was covered with colourful and illegible graffiti. Most of the green paint of the two-paneled door had been stripped by the dampness from the nearby sea and the scorching sun, and a rusted chain held the panels together. Abruptly, Theodore’s body jerked backward as a lizard leaped over his loafers and then disappeared in the dried overgrown thistles. He steadied himself and noticed all the window panes were broken; he walked towards one and peeked inside, its dark interior was lifeless as a tomb.
Disheartened with the building’s condition, Theodore pondered the fact that time had been so unkind to this place. Why was it abandoned? Did the beautiful building and its vivacity exist only in his memory and in the muted stones where lizards and snakes lurk? He wished his grandfather were here to explain it all to him; but his beloved papou had passed away five years ago. The death was a double blow for the young man: he lost the sagacious old man and he couldn’t afford to return to Greece for his funeral.
Slowly, head lowered, Theodore reached the taxi again. “Drive straight ahead and turn left at the road’s end,” he directed the driver, “we’ll stop at the caféneon in the agora for some refreshments. I’ll stay there awhile, so just drop off my suitcases there too.”
Within two minutes the road took a downward direction and Theodore’s low spirits faded when the endless Laconic Bay stretched out before them. The festive indigo sea sparkled as the sun’s rays illuminated its surface, resembling a flat mirror; calm, it projected a peaceful, lazy goodness. The colourful fishing boats, tethered to the pier, were motionless as if the sea had lulled them to sleep. On the dock the fisherman tended to their saffron yellow nets, and a flock of swans strutted in a straight line, imprinting an intricate design on the golden beach like delicate embroidery.
The panoramic beauty was like a dream for Theodore. When the salty smell of smoke wafted in the air from a nearby fish barbecue, combined with the scent of the countless flowers around the town’s square, it sent him in a state of euphoria. And suddenly he knew that he had been here forever, that his ten-year absence had not happened.
At the caféneon, facing the pier and the beach, Theodore did not find the gathering he expected. Only two villagers occupied one table inside the café playing tavli. Outside, Papa Gregory, Plitra’s priest; Kyrios Lukas, the schoolteacher and two of Plitra’s notables relaxed under the shade of an old gnarled eucalyptus tree sipping coffee. The only sounds that broke the stillness were the clicking of the dice on the backgammon board, the fan’s humming on the high ceiling and the cicadas’ singing. All four men fixed their eyes on Theodore from the moment he exited the taxi, received his suitcases and paid the driver, but they did not recognize him. As he walked closer to their table, one of the notables asked, “Is it you, Theodore?”
“Yes, it’s me, glad to see you, sir.” They all got up, pulled another chair and asked him what he’d like to drink.
“Just a lemonhada, please.” While his co-villagers made contact with the waiter, Theodore thought that they greeted him pleasantly, but not with the surprise he expected.
“Where are you coming from, New York, Chicago…?
“No, no, I’ve come from Toronto…, you know in Canada,” replied Theodore.
“Oh, so you did not go to America like the other boys from our village,” said one of the notables with a slight incredulous tone in his voice and a strange glance which seemed to be saying: ‘what a pity you won’t become rich as the others who went to America.’ Silence ensued.
“What year was it when you emigrated, my boy?” asked Papa Gregory.
“In 1966, Pater, this is my first trip back home after a decade.”
“So, you missed all the political turbulence we had here; you know that we lived under a military dictatorship for seven years,” declared Kyrios Lukas.
“I heard my partner and other Greeks in Toronto talking about the military rule and I recall their concern, but personally, politics doesn’t interest me; it’s full of lies and betrayals.”
“Yes, and what would you know about living under a dictatorship? All you migrants have a strange sort of mentality, a different attitude altogether. One could say that there’s something peculiar about all of you Diaspora folks; it’s as if you have your own ethnicity,” commented Kyrios Lukas, almost reproachfully.
“What do you mean, sir? Do you not consider me a Greek? Was I not born here?” Theodore’s voice was hoarse—the kind of hoarseness that animates from a deep hurt and dries one’s mouth. Weariness spread throughout his body; he envisioned himself facing a firing squad, charged with treason. But the school teacher did not notice the wound he had inflicted on the young man, and did not answer the visitor; he merely slapped Theodore on the back in a condescending way and changed the subject.
His hosts asked some more insignificant questions, but nothing specific about himself. Theodore was hoping they’d show some interest in what he did in Toronto, had he prospered? But to his disbelief, they kept mentioning the achievements of so and so who had gone to New York. Canada didn’t interest them, so he couldn’t tell them about all the opportunities it offered, its beautiful parks and houses, its welcoming libraries, all the cars… and all the other things he had rehearsed in his mind. In no time, the subject turned to politics again, and he stopped contributing to the conversation.
All that rang in Theodore’s ears was the phrase you migrants have a strange sort of mentality. Was the schoolteacher right? The long yarn of the young man’s memory, which at times warmed his heart and at other times chilled it, had just plunged him into a pensive, almost melancholy state. Was he a mixed person, someone with two identities? He was an offspring of one country and yet found himself in the bosom of another; he didn’t belong to the country where he was born, but neither to the country where he was living now. Is this why he was referred to as a ‘Greek-Canadian,’ a half and half person who feels and is regarded as an outsider inside his own race? Was he their brother who is not really a brother because he was not brought up by the motherland?
To change the subject Theodore mentioned to Kyrios Lukas that he had ordered maps and globes for all the classrooms in Plitra’s school and they should be receiving them shortly. The teacher rolled his beady eyes behind his round spectacles and said, “Too bad you did not write to me about it first, young man. We have so many maps and globes. Yanni and Paul, who returned from Brooklyn last month, brought soccer uniforms for the boys and volleyball uniforms for the girls.” Then, the teacher turned slightly on his wicker chair and started playing with his komboloi – amber beads strung on leather with a yellow tassel.
Another setback, bordering on frustration, gripped Theodore, like someone who loses all hope after trying so hard. The joy of his return, which he had experienced just a few minutes before, had dampened considerably at the caféneon. All he wanted to do now was to see his parents. As he made his farewell, Papa Gregory asked him, “How long will you be staying with us my boy?”
“Oh, I think I’ll stay about four to five months, Pater,” replied Theodore, without hesitation. He had pared his stay down by one or two months.
“Be sure to come to our Ekklesia this coming Sunday, Theodore,” commanded Papa Gregory, “after our mass, we’ll hold a fundraising event for our church.”
“You can count on my presence, Pater.”
II
The sight of his father, in his mid-sixties, white-haired, thin and swarthy, dressed in a black jacket, gave Theodore a rush, a rush of physical joy, the greatest joy of his life. And when the older man said, “let me have a good look at you, my boy,” and moved back from his son, there was tenderness in his chestnut eyes, touched with admiration. This elated moment was truly worth the long trip back home thought the young man; not that he knew how long his delight would last, for he remembered his authoritative father usually kept his distance. But now his father’s voice sounded sweet, and it ran over the young man’s skin like some delightful goose pimples. Theodore’s crushing disappointment at the caféneon had melted away and all he felt now was a kind of happy effervescence.
“Bring something to drink to our health, Penelope, hurry up!” demanded the host. Overcome with bliss, the minute woman with the minute face, hair pulled back in a bun, appeared disoriented. After hugging Theodore repeatedly, she was at a complete loss and lamented that she was unaware of his homecoming and had not prepared the appropriate dishes.
“Tomorrow,” she said, “tomorrow I will bake….”
“Please don’t concern yourself with food, Mana; I came here to see you. Let me see you, dear Mana, and please let’s just enjoy this happy occasion.” And Theodore gave her another bear hug.
“Remember what Papou used to say about happiness, it only has a present time; happiness has no tomorrow, it has no yesterday, it does not remember the past, nor does it look to the future. So come and sit by me, let’s treasure this moment.”
While his parents fussed over him, Theodore surveyed the room of his ancestral home—the humble hearth, the chest in the corner, the decrepit wicker chairs, the red and white checkered vinyl tablecloth, and the photographs he had sent his parents scattered here and there on the bone-coloured walls. They depicted him in various scenes from Toronto’s annual parade along Danforth Avenue in celebration of Greek Independence Day, and other celebrations of feast days and Easter at Toronto’s St. George Greek Orthodox Church. He also noticed the calendar he had sent depicting a handsome Mountie on his black horse.
Theodore continued to scrutinize the room, and finally announced, “We’ll buy some new furniture for the house,” and turned towards his father. “And maybe we can call a contractor to renovate it.” The old man did not respond immediately and Theodore knew it was his father’s way of expressing his silent disapproval. The silence of the house seemed to hang about them like a listening presence. And finally, “We’ve lived all our lives with these,” uttered his father, “why would you want to spend your hard-earned money, my son?” Theodore frowned at his father’s indifference and thought, ‘there he goes again disagreeing with me. It must be all those years on his back.’ But he refused to get into an argument with his father and in a few minutes the older gentleman stepped outside.
Theodore looked at his mother who removed her spectacles, breathed on them and rubbed them with a corner of her apron.
“Mana, bring me up-to-date about my friends, how’s Michael?”
“Michael? My sweet, he immigrated to Australia!”
“To Australia? When?”
“Oh, about five years ago, I believe.” Theodore remained speechless, but the hurt he felt turned into incredulity in his eyes which seemed to be saying, ‘are you serious!’
“What about Stefano?”
“Stefano is gone, my dear boy, he’s settled in Athens, he’s married now.” Theodore did not expect this either, he was looking forward to spending some time with both young men. He felt an unusual tightness in his throat, but he found the courage to continue with the questions.
“And…” he couldn’t mention the name, her name… But his crimson cheeks betrayed him.
“Maria’s married in Molae. Her father found a well-to-do merchant,” uttered his mother, almost in a whisper. This unexpected reality startled the young man, but he faced it in the tender gaze of his mother’s moistened grey eyes whose affection was unbearable. Stifled, Theodore excused himself. He craved Greece’s fresh air and wanted to walk on her soil. Hurriedly, he mentioned that he was off to the cemetery to pay his respects to his Papou. But just before he reached the door, his mother grabbed his hand, caressed it and asked, “Tell me my sweet, how long will you be with us?”
“I imagine around three to four months.” Another reduction from his original six months.
III
On Sunday morning, Theodore wore his finest dark suit, adorned it with gold accessories, and headed to Saint Nikolaos. The sight of the church, freshly painted with pure white lime, its blue shutters, its round dome and its beautiful courtyard with the tall cypress and palm trees, reminded the young man of the churches he had seen on glossy postcards. ‘A heavenly sight,’ he sighed.
With the anticipation that all eyes would be on him that morning, Theodore entered the church with an air of seriousness. A quick glance at its interior gave him the sense of the familiar, including the candles, the incense and the fact that there was so much iconography. At the wooden partition, the ikonostasis, hung all the tama – votive offerings – in the form of little metal plaques engraved with images of feet, hands and eyes, in the hope that the holy powers will intervene to heal the sick.
The worshippers were separated, with the pious old women to the left of the nave, mostly dressed in black, who crossed themselves repeatedly, and the men to the right standing idly. Under scrutiny, their eyes looked dead or vacant, or bright and birdlike but for the most part they seemed absorbed. To Theodore’s dismay no one noticed him. Their apathy created a kind of uneasiness in the young man, he found himself at odds with the local folks. And he had neither the skill nor the power to fight the forces of indifference. In his perplexity, he recalled the feast days in St. George back in Toronto where the entire interior of the church was decorated with daphnes and blue and white ribbons, the colours of the Greek flag. It seemed that all of Greece was there – the homeland in St. George was as bright as the sun, warm and faraway as he was; it was not earth, but an idea or a trance. And after every service when the worshippers gathered in the church’s meeting hall for coffee, he could see Greece in their glances, in their smiles and tears, in their songs and dances, and even in their gesticulations.
After mass, Papa Gregory directed everyone towards the tables in the courtyard, set up under the shade of the cypress trees for the church’s fundraising drive. Behind the tables sat three volunteers and the worshippers formed three lines in front of each volunteer to make their pledges. Theodore stood at the centre line and when his turn came he offered one thousand dollars with a gesture of indifference like the man who was used to being generous.
A group of worshippers surrounded Theodore afterwards and he invited everyone for coffee at the nearby caféneon. “Please order what you like, I’m treating today,” he announced proudly. During the course of the conversation when everyone thanked him and wished him good health and an enjoyable stay in Greece, someone congratulated him for his generous contribution to Saint Nikolaos earlier. But as soon as he had finished another one casually stated, “Yanni and Paul contributed two thousand dollars each last month.”
“Don’t forget the two lads had returned from Brooklyn though,” piped up a third, “and you can’t compare Toronto with New York, which is the world’s commercial centre. Really, who has heard of Toronto, how could it compete?”
“That’s true,” agreed a fourth, “New York is a more prosperous mega place.” And before Theodore could add a word, the entire conversation turned to New York, Chicago, and other American cities, and all the young men from Plitra who had settled there. Some referred to the money their sons or nephews had sent back home for the needs of their church; others reminded everyone of all the money their hospital and the Home for Seniors had received.
To Theodore’s astonishment, he heard about the fortunes of other immigrants again, but he wasn’t given a chance to talk about The Elmwood, his restaurant which served more than five hundred people a day. The poor lad had assumed that he’d be the centre of attention, that Plitra’s folks would receive him with enthusiasm and respect as he talked about his new life in Toronto. Sadly, he learned that the people who had remained here were not impressed with large sums of money anymore; they had seen it all before: their sons and daughters had sent them so many things, and described the various places abroad in detail. Their parents now sounded knowledgeable, as if they had visited these places themselves. Nothing surprised the villagers. The more tempted Theodore was to believe in his own importance, the more determined the villagers were making him feel his insignificance. Their apathy was the last blow to his pride.
On his way back to his parents’ home, with his parents beside him, Theodore walked slowly and silently. He reflected why everything was rough now like the earth they were walking on, and so contrary to the way he remembered things. The passersby did not recognize him, nor did he know them. He was an unknown person, amidst unknowns, how could he fill his eyes and his soul with the past world? He had fantasized his return to be quite different, and the actual welcome he received saddened him. The image of the little village, molded in his mind over and over again no longer existed. From Toronto he had shaped his little village, animated it with the strength of his nostalgia and inhabited it with the faces which had resided in his memory. But time had swallowed this corner of the world and its people who had been frozen in Theodore’s mind. He now understood what his Papou had told him once: “Time, my boy, as it rolls along it covers things, hides them and distances them from our memory.”
Theodore’s vacant days turned monotonously into weeks. His parents seemed older, tired and defeated, and their quiet manner annoyed him. His father like the other country folks worked in the fields, and the women who met Theodore in the street greeted him with a typical kalimera, then they lowered their eyes and went about their business. Dressed in his finest clothes, he sometimes visited the caféneon, but it was mostly frequented by older men who played tavli, sipped their coffee leisurely, smoked their pipes and talked about their children or politics. After a while Theodore stopped going there, for on many occasions he returned home without having exchanged a word with anyone. Occasionally, he hopped in a taxi and went to Molae’s National Bank to exchange his Canadian dollars into drachmas. There were no movie theatres and Theodore had nothing else to do; he found Plitra uncultivated and remote, and he felt lost and lonely. After dinner he would walk down the pier to gaze at the last gleams of the dying day, and when the quietness came over the night, he returned home, went into the garden and breathed the fragrant air before retiring.
But Theodore couldn’t sleep. An unbearable dullness crept into his days and passed into his blood; the repetitiveness of the daily routine irritated him, restlessness seized him and kept him sleepless. The nagging questions of belonging would not go away. Theodore felt like a stranger in his place and a stranger among his own people. The words of Kyrios Lukas, the schoolteacher, echoed in his mind all over again: ‘you Diaspora folks are strange.’ And perhaps this was the truth, the truth that he had felt inside him recently. Now that he admitted it, he felt calm and resentful: calm because everything that troubled him up to now took its place within him, and resentful because he was and would remain a mixed person—a Greek-Canadian.
Theodore wondered whether 1976 was the best year for him to have visited Greece, when Canada was the focal point of the world with Montreal’s Summer Olympics. He was so sorry to have missed the opening ceremonies. He was also disappointed to have missed the CN Tower’s opening to the public, an event all Torontonians anticipated. He longed to see Gunsmoke, his favourite television program, and to turn on CBC radio and hear Foster Hewitt’s dramatic play-by-play of hockey. But most important, Theodore missed The Elmwood’s bustle; he longed to be busy and serve his customers again; to chat with Bobby and Russell, his two buddies, the postmen who dropped by for bacon and eggs every morning. Would his partner Pete remember to be courteous to Miss Harriet who came daily for her apple pie and milk? And he missed resting on the bench at the nearby park, feeding the birds after the hectic lunch hour.
After only six weeks in Greece, Theodore informed his parents he had received word from his partner that he was urgently needed at the restaurant. He would be returning to Toronto in three days. His decision to return relieved him. And the more he reflected on it, he was comforted with his Papou’s saying: “Theodore, my boy, you can never step into the same river twice.”



Making The Old New Again
“Look, Mom the snow on the sidewalk has melted completely. The winds have lost their anger.” Then my daughter raised the window higher, stuck her head outside and sniffed the air. “Toronto is beautiful this time of the year! Its greenness smells of spring. It smells of Easter, Mom. When can we start our preparations for the big holiday? Can I help you with all the baking again?”
My daughter’s boundless enthusiasm made her blue eyes sparkle and the freckles on her nose and cheeks accentuated the freshness of her velvety skin. In her eagerness to welcome the new season, there was impatience in her voice, the impatience she displayed as a little girl when she stomped her feet on the floor.
“Well, will we start soon?”
“Yes, we will, darling.” My voice sounded dull, somewhat lifeless and I wondered about it. Perhaps my langour reflected my old age. Then, I remembered all the upcoming arrangements for Easter: the endless shopping, the baking, the egg decorations, the midnight masses and on and on. The same old, same old, like every other year.
“Of course I’ll help you with the spring cleaning first, and then I can’t wait to help with the Easter cookies, Mom. Oh, I do love the coming of spring and all the changes it brings. I mean all those things that change and become new.”
I didn’t answer. But I felt the wide gap between us. All the things that were becoming new for my young daughter, year in and out were for me ever so old. And yet I did not want to grow old. As if it was possible for me not to age. And suddenly I remembered my aunt’s words: “Old? Do you find me old? When the mind is still sound and the body maintains its vigour, no one is old, my dear niece.” She was my mother’s older sister Cleo. “Well, do you find me old, my dear niece?”
“You, old?” I started to laugh. You, my dear aunt are as young as me.”
“As young as you? What do you mean, dear?”
“Well, look we walk together; we could run a marathon.” My mother heard it and chided me, “you’re full of nonsense, child.” But my aunt turned her head, laughed and said, “I know what you mean.” Maybe back then I didn’t know quite what I meant, but now, as my hair begins to whiten, I know only too well.
Suddenly, my daughter’s keen voice interrupted my thoughts. “Mom, I can’t take it anymore. I’ll get my bike, ride around the block and maybe afterwards, walk in some trails in High Park.”
“Be careful, darling, and please return before it gets dark.”
“I will.” She threw her jacket on her shoulders and took off like a carefree butterfly.
My daughter’s mention of High Park turned my thoughts to when I was my daughter’s age and my mother and aunt strolled in the park. Surely my dear aunt would be laughing if she were here now. Perhaps she would even tell me the same thing she said to my mother back then: “Goodness, Anne, pick up your step, show some spirit in your walk, so you can keep up with your daughter.” This remark annoyed my mother and she would get back at my aunt by accusing her of never having amounted to much, that she spent too much time reading, painting and looking after the garden. Regretfully, my mother concluded that my aunt would die an old maid in that ridiculous room of hers whose walls were covered with paintings.
Full of light and colour, that silly room was the most beautiful I had ever seen. With the exception of a few portraits, young and old figures in bold colours, most of the paintings on its walls depicted outdoor scenes. There were images of plants, a variety of trees, flowers, insects and fruit. And when the sun pierced the panes of the oversized window, the outdoor illustrations glittered and transported one to the nearby High Park. It was there where my aunt derived her inspiration and spent countless hours painting.
One day I asked her, “Why have you hung all your works on the walls, auntie? Mother says…”
“What does she say? What? Come on tell me, my sweet. Why have you lost your voice?”
“Mother says…, it’s the most joyous room which resembles a garden in bloom.” My aunt gave me a serious look and replied in a most refined voice, “oh, my sweet girl how fortunate that you have not inherited anything from her.”
An inexplicable feeling took hold of me; it was as if an invisible thread tied me to her. We had become one and we could never lie to each other. I could sit by her side for hours and ask her all kinds of questions, questions that came naturally to me and needed to be answered sincerely. And she answered them in a heartfelt manner based on my soul’s needs rather than the wants of her own experience.
“My dear aunt, why are you always changing this room? Yesterday your sofa was facing the window and now you’ve placed the armchair in its spot. You’ve replaced the burgundy curtains with the green ones…”
“I’m making the old new again, my child. All that I have in this world and with these weary legs of mine I’m carrying on and on.”
“And aren’t you bored, auntie?”
“Come close to me, my child and let me whisper something in your ear. If you don’t want to feel old, you should walk as well. And don’t stop. Develop an interest in making the old new again, and keep it. Do you hear me? Don’t stop and don’t get bored.”
I stared at her trying to make sense of her advice. She noticed my confusion and continued: “Some day you’ll remember me, surely you’ll remember.”
And I do recall her words now. My aunt was young, very young. Her white hair and wrinkled face revealed her true age. But her eyes sparkled; they were vigorous. She could see far, even the dawned sun because she believed in it. And her belief had depth; it was as deep as the roots of her soul. And she wanted me to believe as well.
“It’s important, very important, my dear, that you are able to see the rising sun as you grow old.”
Perhaps I was around twelve at the time. I recollect running up the stairs in a huff, bursting into her room without knocking. With a feathered duster in hand, she turned abruptly towards me and gave me a puzzled look.
“What’s all this? “What’s the matter, child?”
My sobs erupted from the depths of my soul. The love within me was so heavy and my young body couldn’t carry it on its own. I cried ceaselessly, for the pain and bitterness within my soul was too strong. Then I felt her hands pulling me affectionately in her embrace and caressing my hair ever so softly. “Cry, my little one, cry as long as you need to.” And I continued my sobbing until my heart lightened somewhat. Then, she took my hand and we walked towards a white pot, set on the window’s ledge and planted with red and yellow tulips. “See these beautiful tulips, they’re blossoming like you. I water them occasionally so that their roots can draw the light which will keep them warm during the winter’s dark nights. Now tell me why are you crying, dearest?”
“Tell me, auntie, is everything a lie? The love we feel for each other, all the goodness and kindness, the truth… and, and the love between a boy and a girl… is everything one big lie…?”
My aunt placed her hand on my mouth. “Hush, my child. Who told you this?”
“Mother called me in her room today, I don’t know why exactly, but at one point she straightened my hair, then, pulled my dress down which she found tight around my chest. Then, in a serious tone she mentioned something about me having become a young lady now. And… and I had to be extra careful. ‘People are very bad,’ she said, ‘and men in particular are liars. Don’t trust anyone, my daughter. Love, intimacy and all that don’t exist; they’re all vile. Don’t believe in anyone and anything.’ She went on and on, but I don’t remember the rest. I couldn’t bear to hear any more and left the room.”
I stopped talking and looked at my aunt anxiously, as I waited for her response. But she did not answer. She simply grabbed my sweatshirt which I had tucked under my arm and said, “Put this on, child and come with me.”
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
Silently, we descended the oak staircase and exited our old stone house, located a mere two blocks from High Park. When we crossed the light at the curb, I realized we were headed towards it. It was a lovely warm day, the kind of day that puts a spring in your step. The bright sun made the greenness of our surroundings more intense and my aunt quickened her step forcing me to keep pace with her. Once inside the park, she rushed towards some wild flowers in mauve, rose and yellow colours, kneeled and practically hugged them. Then, as she turned left and right looking for other natural treasures, she hummed a song and dashed towards a bed of rose bushes that were full of buds.
“Look, look around you and see what mother earth produces. Look closely, my dear niece and notice what springs up from the soil. Examine all these flowers before you. They’re all different, just like all the people!”
She accelerated her pace, almost ran towards the elegant cherry trees. “Notice their beautiful fluffy pink and white flowers, my dear. Aren’t they gorgeous? Their flowers will last anywhere from four to ten days, depending on weather conditions. But please notice as well that straggling, climbing woody vine nearby.” And she pointed to the plants in the thickets with the reddish pointed leaflets. “It’s the poison ivy. Its leaves will turn green in the summer and become various shades of yellow, orange or red in the fall. It has the ability to give you an itchy rash if you touch it. So, train your eye carefully and learn to distinguish the beauty among the thorns. There are flowers everywhere, my sweet girl, in every season of the year, but you have to learn to find them.”
My aunt pointed out the popular maple trees and the majestic black oaks with her usual boundless enthusiasm. “Just imagine my dear, how fortunate we are to have this opportunity to explore nature right in the city.” Periodically she stopped and asked me to look up and admire the rising sun, and take in as much of its energy as possible, because it would keep me warm in the dark wintry days.
The more my aunt described the plants and flowers around us, her passion was contagious and I began to laugh and enjoy the beautiful flora and undergrowth. And in doing so, I forgot all about my mother’s lecture earlier in the day. It was definitely behind me and I started shouting, “Yes, auntie I see, I see!”
Now as I lean on the window’s sill, I see the greenness around me that my daughter noticed this morning. She’ll return soon to tell me all about the shoots in the ground, and all the different birds, mammals and insects she had noticed in the park. I’ll listen to her with interest and show her the same attention I had displayed on that day when my aunt helped me discover the beautiful life around me. I’ll tell her about the importance of the rising sun. And I’ll even answer her questions about baking those cookies for the upcoming holiday.



The Sunset Years
The mind is its own place, and it can make a heaven of hell and a hell of heaven. -John Milton, Paradise Lost
I was standing in the wide corridor when she appeared in the doorway of her room. Directly behind her the open window cut a piece of sunlight that silhouetted her tiny figure, with a slight hunchback. Frail, she moved slowly, in her fluffy brown slippers, with her reed-like limbs below her dark cotton dress. I noticed that she was guarding something with both hands, but at first I could not make out what it was. It looked like a package of some sort, or a tiny box. When she came a bit closer, I realized it was a tattered leather pouch, jam-packed with something. Holding it tightly to her chest, she approached, hesitant, closer to the doorway, looked right, then left and came and stood before me. She probably could not see me very well, for she stood on tip-toe and opened her eyes widely.
“Nadia, have you seen, Nadia…, want to see her so much. You saw her, why hasn’t she come?” Her trembling voice and short breath caught me off guard.
“I… don’t know…, no, I’ve not seen her, really I do not know,” I said in a confused manner. She then lifted her right hand and motioned me to wait until she came back; she went in slowly and reappeared with a framed photograph of a pretty brunette in a graduation gown. “My daughter, my Nadia,” she said in a warm and proud voice, as her illuminant eyes decorated her entire face.
That’s how I met Mrs. Petakis, the old lady who gave me some insights about life’s humble, but most important things. She was in the Hellenic Villa, a care facility for the elderly, situated in Toronto’s west end. Built further back from the curb, and surrounded by trees, its location projected a park-like setting. The building’s light brick and colourful trimmings and its cozy balconies embellished the entire neighbourhood. Its imposing awning above the main entrance, triangular in shape and made of glass, gave it a presence just behind the circular driveway. Great care had been taken to beautify its interior as well. The high ceilings and large windows made the foyer and gathering place transparent, the ample sunlight that flooded inside created the sense that the garden itself was part of the main floor, all green and flowery.
I lived in a house, almost directly across from the Hellenic Villa, and I know that my neighbours admired the facility; many participated in its fundraising activities and volunteered there. A big fan of the building (even though she had not stepped inside) was my next door neighbor Mrs. Souris, a petit woman in her late sixties, but in full vigour, with a dark complexion and beady eyes. From a small village just outside Sparti in southern Greece, she had come to Toronto in her mid-thirties. She now cared for her two grandchildren, a girl of about six and the three-year-old boy—her two ‘brats’ as she called them. With a broom in hand, Mrs. Souris stood frequently on her grey, wooden veranda, and gave the Hellenic Villa a long envious look. “How lucky all those old people are to live in lavishness,” she mused, “and for having loved ones who could afford such luxuries.” She said this often to me, but did not have the time to think through what she said. No, my neighbour did not have one minute to reflect on life’s important things. She sighed more than she talked. Mrs. Souris had everyone on her back and so many tasks waiting for her – all the cooking, feeding her brats, washing their clothes and cleaning the house – yes, her chores were endless.
“They’re either crying or tugging at my skirt, they never leave my side these unpleasant children—always in mischief they are, and the little one here always stretches his arms for me to pick him up. What am I to do?” Poor Mrs. Souris, how could she not wish to live in the Hellenic Villa? “Imagine,” she used to say, “those people up there have no care in the world, they nap when they feel like it and wake up at their leisure, and others prepare their meals. And they have all those nice doctors and nurses looking after them. As for me, I go to bed bushed every evening.”
One bright spot surfaced in the dark cloud which hung over Mrs. Souris and that was her only daughter, Eugenia. A hairdresser, she worked long hours at a downtown beauty salon. She was talented as a hair stylist, but her customers were hard to please; indeed their fussiness had no bounds: when she cut one’s hair, it was not the right length, and, when she dyed another’s hair, she had not captured the preferred shade. This experience, combined with the endless bus ride home, fatigued her to the bone, but regardless of her tiredness, Eugenia always showed Mrs. Souris her gratitude and love.
“You don’t know what it means to me, Mana to come home and find the kids all taken care of, and the food on the table no less. Thank you, Mana; I could not have done it without you my dear. What would become of me, a single mom, raising two kids on my own—no, I could not have done it without your support.”
When Mrs. Souris related this to me, she said that she experienced a strange feeling, a sensation that permeated her weary limbs and muscles, something transformed her drained body and she felt energized, younger; yes, she felt forty years old again. Was it draining for her to be the pillar for everyone to lean on? Definitely. But her daughter’s remarks invigorated Mrs. Souris and gave her the strength to endure the struggle a while longer. Still, when she stepped on the balcony the next day, placed her hand to shade her eyes and look at the Hellenic Villa, she sighed and said to herself, “Oh, I’m fine here, it’s okay, but maybe I’d be better off in there. The people there have it so good, they’re so happy, even old age doesn’t terrify them.”
By all accounts, the Hellenic Villa ran smoothly inside, with a well-trained staff and a committed administration that ensured the well-being of all its residents. I could attest to this myself because before my mother passed away, I had promised her that I would visit her eighty-year-old friend Christina, who had been living in the Hellenic Villa for about seven years. She knew my mother for more than thirty years; both hailed from the island of Corfu and had immigrated to Canada at an early age. Ever since I can remember I called her ‘auntie.’ Materially independent thanks to an inheritance, auntie Christina loved life’s finer things and every Sunday I bought a bouquet of flowers or a box of chocolates and popped across the street to see her. As usual her overpowering perfume unsteadied me. In her navy dress, the heavy powder on her face, her auburn dyed hair and the jingling bracelets on her wrists, auntie looked as if she was dressed for lunch at the Royal York Hotel. Her usual greeting went something like this: “Welcome, my dear, come right along and sit by me. Now what do you think of me today, do you like my appearance?”
“Couldn’t be better, auntie, you look more like a forty-year-old.”
“Oh, you silly girl!” And she turned her head left and right, touched her hair lightly, and asked, “What have you brought for me today?” With her fire-red finger nails, she opened the chocolate box, savoured two pieces of chocolate, debated with herself whether to have a third, and finally did. Afterwards, she washed her hands, put some more makeup, and then took me by the hand and said, “Come my dear, let’s go down so I can introduce you to my friends.” My Sunday visits with my auntie and her friends had become a ritual and after awhile, I had come to know them, like auntie. They too brought their own relatives and friends to the gathering place on the main floor. Self-absorbed, gregarious, mere passers of time, their idle talk amused me, although at times it was exasperating. I didn’t know what they were actively pursuing, or trying to escape from. It was in one of those gatherings that I learned of a number of volunteer opportunities at the Hellenic Villa and ended up going there an extra day during the week. And that’s how I met Mrs. Petakis.
It was during a warm spell in late April, one of those sweet hours which drag themselves even further until the arrival of summer—one of those hours when the light pushes away the darkness and youth drives off old age. But old age itself does not leave but only waits, and waits, for only Charon can take it away. And perhaps it was him, whom everyone in the care facility waited for, and they strived with all the cunningness they could muster to deceive him. It wasn’t just the elderly residents who endeavoured to dupe Charon, but everyone associated with the care home. There was the medical team, comprised of doctors who examined the elderly with care, wrote the necessary prescriptions and assured them that they were ‘good as new,’ and the nursing staff who took their blood pressure, gave them their medication and told them their ‘heart ran smoothly as a clock.’ Activities were planned regularly by the recreation staff to amuse the old folk and keep them fit. All the pursuits and goings-on seemed to have one purpose and that was to remind them of their existence, to bolster their confidence and reassure them that they were here—alive, their place in this world had not been vacated. And so they took part in the planned excursions to view Toronto landmarks, played card games, watched television and generally kept up with public affairs. If they wanted spiritual guidance, a priest welcomed them in the Greek Orthodox Chapel on the main floor. Regardless of the activity they were involved in, over time, they expressed a kind of cool self-belief that said, “Yes, I’m here, I exist. What do you think just because I’ve aged, I’m still aware of everything! But in the end, they all waited—all that is, except Mrs. Petakis.
“Nadia, why did Nadia not come?” She stood on tip-toe, looked at me closely and just as I was to answer again, a nurse, a fair, heavy-set woman in her thirties took her by the hand and in a gentle voice, “let’s go in, Mrs. Petakis. It’s time for your pill and who knows Nadia may come and not find you in your room. Come, dear.”
Mrs. Petakis followed the nurse into her room, a bright and spacious room; it had a large window with sheer curtains, a large white carpet; her furniture consisted of one twin-sized bed, a golden oak dresser with many family photos on it, an armchair and two other chairs. Only a gilded, oval mirror hung on the lily white walls and some icons above a table which was affixed to one corner of the room. We helped her in the armchair, and with her thin hands – the muscles had melted from her bones – she held onto the pouch tightly. The nurse gave her a pill in a small white container and a glass of water. I watched her with a mixed feeling of empathy and pity. Frail, her eyes turned to look at me and her defenseless expression appeared to be saying that she wanted something.
“Excuse me, nurse. I was wondering if I could see her again, may I visit her occasionally?”
“Of course you may, no need to ask. Her only visitors are the doctor, me and our assistant from time to time.”
“What about her children, is Nadia her daughter?”
“Yes, and she has a son as well, Philip.”
“And what has happened to them, do they live far?”
“I don’t know about the son, but from what I’ve heard the daughter lives in Guelph, she teaches a business course at the university there. Mrs. Petakis also has two grandchildren, one is studying in New York and the other in London, Western University, I believe.”
“Guelph, why that’s only about an hour’s drive from here. How come her daughter doesn’t visit Mrs. Petakis?”
“I don’t know, but I’ve often wondered myself,” replied the nurse. “What I have heard is that when her husband Yanni Petakis passed away about five years ago, he left the bulk of his estate to Mrs. Petakis; he had made his fortune in commercial real estate. Soon after his passing, the daughter Nadia, the executrix of the estate, with her brother’s consent sold everything, including the ancestral home and brought Mrs. Petakis here. I’ve not met either of the children. I have heard that Mrs. Petakis was very devoted to her grandchildren and raised them while Nadia focused on her studies. That’s about it, there’s nothing else that I’m aware of, and now please excuse me. I must be going. Stay as long as you like, Mrs. Petakis will love that,” said the nurse and left.
Mrs. Petakis sat still in her armchair, her delicate hands, holding the pouch, rested on her knees. I pulled my chair closer beside her. As the light fell on her, I noticed that she appeared changed, her sweet round face still held a certain child-like shine about it under the wrinkles; her lips were dry; her eyes were blurry and were staring far away somewhat absent-minded; and, her forehead was unnaturally smooth and transparent as it shone under her white hair. Impulsively, I reached out and caressed her forehead, and she turned her eyes and looked at me as if for the first time.
“Who are you?”
“A friend, Mrs. Petakis, someone who loves you.”
“Friend? Loves me?” She bent her head slightly and her cheek rested in my palm, a tender gesture which left my hand caressing her. “Who loves me…, as I love Nadia, Philip and the kids? Will they come now? Did you see them?” she asked anxiously.
“Why… yes, of course, Mrs. Petakis,” I said with confidence. I could have told her the truth, but sometimes a lie is better than the truth because it heals the wounds of another.
“You saw them… for sure?”
“Yes, certainly,” She lifted her head up, gave me a puzzled glance and after a moment’s silence she lifted her index finger and signaled to me to come closer and whispered, “Oh, no. I don’t believe you. They won’t come. My Vicki and Tommy are locked away in far-off schools, and they’re alone just like me. They’re alone. And they have no one to look after them. They told me all their secrets… you know. I want to see their faces, to hear their voices, to have them sit beside me so I could touch them and embrace them. Their warm love kept me cozy during the winter months and refreshed me in the summertime.” Silence fell. She continued to move her lips as if she was talking to herself and suddenly: “You may call me Sophie, not Mrs. Petakis. Sophie means wisdom in Greek. My mother used to call me Sophitza, it’s the endearing version of my name, but she was the only one who called me that.”
“Yes, of course, Sophie.” She stared at me with liquid eyes, said nothing and her eyelids drooped. As the afternoon light broke through the light curtain, her pallor was turning ashen. Had she fallen into deep sleep? I reached for my purse to leave when she unexpectedly said: “What is this place? Who brought me here? This is not my house, I don’t see my kitchen. I don’t see my garden and the beautiful flowers. Where are the children? Don’t you see it’s almost lunchtime, they’ll come home hungry, I want to prepare lunch, why am I just sitting here?” she asked in a desperate, almost panicky voice. “My grandchildren love spanakopeta and I haven’t bought the feta cheese or washed the spinach.” Then she jumped out of the chair and in a decisive manner, walked towards the door and said, “I’m going to leave.”
I remembered the nurse’s words earlier and said, “Sophie, Nadia and the kids may come and won’t find you.” She stopped, returned slowly and sat in the armchair again. She appeared tired and I asked her if she needed help to get into bed. She nodded and turned her eyes and glued them on the shrine in the corner of the room; I understood that she wanted to perform her nightly devotions before the icons. She crossed herself when we reached the table, and with an utmost sincerity she began her intimate soliloquy. As much as I tried not to be privy to her entreaty, in the stillness of her room, the rhyming of her children’s and grandchildren’s names and her pleas for their good health and His blessings reached my ears. Then I helped her get into bed, “Sleep awhile, there you are. Rest a little, and we’ll talk again soon.”
I bent down, adjusted her pillow and caressed her forehead; she, in turn, pulled my hand and stroked it gently, and sweetly said, “tomorrow, come again tomorrow.”
Sophie’s devotion and concern for her loved ones lingered in my mind as I headed home. Perhaps her tender heart and generous spirit reminded me of my mother, who sympathized with everyone and suffered for everyone and everything. Whenever Sophie mentioned her children, it was always about what they needed; she talked about what she could do for them, she didn’t ask for anything in return. This is the remarkable thing, she never complained about them, even now when she felt so alone and no one showed up to hold her hand, she never faulted them. I only heard praises from her. This puzzled me. It reminded me of a wise man’s saying in ancient Greece, ‘from perplexity grows insight; the more questions we ask, the more likely the truth will reveal itself.’
During a later visit, when I found Sophie alert and in good spirits, I asked her if she ever got tired taking care of her grandchildren. She smiled and said, “Tired? My dear, true love is not about us, it’s about others, and for this reason I never got tired or sick” A little silence fell and then she continued in a weaker voice. “…When I give my love, either by working for my loved ones or giving them something, I do it instinctively to make them happy, I don’t do it because I expect something in return… If you truly love someone, you do everything you can, at your expense, to make them happy, with sacrifice and humility. Love is an offering, not a possession.” I could have listened to her for hours, her innermost soul was inspiring. If the need arose, Sophie Petakis was prepared to sin for her family and willingly pay the penalty for it. To her, there was no greater punishment than not having the opportunity to love like this.
I headed home. The sun was setting and a rosy veil bathed the Hellenic Villa and the entire street. Just as I was about to go up the stairs of my veranda, a sweet fragrance from the royal mint reached my nostrils, and I noticed Eugenia watering it in the earthen pot. Short, dark and a bit stout, Eugenia’s plain characteristics were erased with her ready smile and the sparkle in her dark eyes. Her pointed chin showed courage and a will to stick to her program of bringing home the bacon.
“Hi, Barbara, I was peeking through the window hoping to see you,” she said in a cheerful voice.
“Hello, Eugenia, you’re in good spirits tonight.”
“Well, I feel good actually. I’m planning a celebration for my mother’s Name- Day next Sunday; it’s the feast day of Sts. Constantine and Helen. As you know, Greeks are named after saints and each saint has a day designated to them, my mother’s name is Constantina, and her Name-Day falls on May 21.”
“Yes. And Name-Day celebrations are more elaborate than birthdays.”
“I thought my mother would love to see her friends in addition to the family, in that she doesn’t get out much and all. It will be a surprise and I want to invite you, our beloved neighbour.”
“That’s a lovely gesture, Eugenia. She’ll love it, and of course I’ll come.”
“Oh, she deserves it, it’s the least I could do for her. She’s the first to get up in the morning and the last to go to bed. I couldn’t repay her for supporting us.”
“It’s thoughtful of you, is there something I could do?
“Well, yes, since it’s a surprise for my mother, could you take her to church. I know you usually attend the Sts. Constantine & Helen Greek Orthodox Church over at Brookhaven Drive; if you took her with you, it will give me some time to prepare. Other than that, I’ve taken care of all the details, Barbara, just come around five.”
“No problem, I’ll take her with me and later I’ll plan something, and make sure to come after your guests have arrived.”
“Thanks, Barbara; you’re a wonderful neighbour, and a caring friend.”
We chatted some more and then I entered my house full of mixed feelings of wonder and respect for Eugenia. As the breadwinner of the household, she worked so hard and yet she had found the time to honour her mother in this way. Eugenia had taken her mother in when her father passed away about five years ago; her parents were renting an apartment near the area, but when her father passed away, her mother couldn’t afford to live on her own. Eugenia and her husband had divorced before Mrs. Souris moved in with her daughter.
The following night I went to see Sophie, for I had started to see her more often. When I stepped into her room she said, “you are late,” and I began telling her how busy I was with marking my students’ papers, and we ended up chatting about my experiences as a high school teacher at Oakwood Collegiate. Then she held my hands, told me what a kind person I was, and how much she enjoyed listening to me. But in a short time I noticed that she was drifting away; her eyes had a faraway look and she started talking to herself in a hushed voice. I didn’t know what she was saying, and then I realized that they were scattered pieces of her life, a mean life deprived of love, but with plenty of money. I sat and listened to her mutterings. It was as if I was eavesdropping behind a closed door—but I did not feel any shame, perhaps because I received her words, not with curiosity, but with respect, and because she had a need of some human empathy. She talked incessantly, as if she wanted to empty her soul from the weight of silence, a dignified silence which her tattered self-respect could no longer withstand.
“One day he was happy, too happy…, but next day very sad…angry. No talk to me or the children for days. It’s embarrassing to fear husband, isn’t it? A heavy burden. But I never spoke to anyone. No one found out.” Her lips cracked a slight smile at this as if she was proud to have borne it on her own for so long. And then the bitterness in her voice returned, and the pain was visible in the corners of her lips.
“What tormented you, Yanni? What? What can I do with your money? What troubled you, what? I did everything to please you, but you not happy my dear. I’m cold, very cold.” Her entire body was trembling and it curled up in the armchair like a tiny skein. Was nightfall spreading all around her? Her shivering intensified. Had she come to the realization that love’s gate closed with a clank, as if the frosty north wind forced it shut and Sophie remained feeble, naked in the snow?
Sometimes I couldn’t listen to her, and I called an assistant who helped me put her to bed. She pulled the sheet up to her chin and closed her eyes. Just before I was to bid her good night, her hands let go of the sheet and cupped my hands; she pulled them close to her chest, a pleading look appeared in her glance and she said, “…want make peace with God, confession, maybe communion… unction…”
“Oh, do you want me to bring the priest for…?” She nodded and gave me a sweet smile. I reassured her that I would contact the priest right away and make all the arrangements.
“…Gregory, Father Gregory for last rites,” she whispered.
Her rambling continued, like a sad melody that departs and returns in a faster rhythm. Perhaps one bitter complaint must have dogged her, especially now in her sunset years: “If fate has planned happy and unhappy years for everyone, why were the happiest years of my life only the ones before my marriage?”
From the few words that were discernable during my visits with Sophie, I gathered she had a happy childhood, an only child, both her parents adored her. To her mother, especially, she was the light of her soul, the blessing of her old age. When Sophie married at nineteen her life must have changed, for she entered an inescapable dark cage. It was as if the sunlight was snuffed out of her life and her days passed along in darkness. And all the talk of sin and honour and the maintenance of the good name sealed her fate. It wasn’t until she had her children and later in her life when she cared for her grandchildren that the sun’s rays broke through the heavy clouds and warmed her heart. Her love for them was greater than all her suffering, even greater than death. Sophie couldn’t change her fate, but she faced it; she rose above herself, beyond herself and changed herself. Her natural ability to relate to other peoples’ troubles, to find the courage, in her own special way, to comfort them, enlivened her—that’s how she squeezed some meaning from her suffering, that’s what fulfilled her.
And the pouch? One day, quite unexpectedly, as I was kissing her: “Do you want to find out what’s inside?” And she raised the pouch close to me and said, “Bend down, come closer, closer so no one will hear us. I have money and my train fare. These will help me to leave from here, maybe today, or tomorrow, that’s why I’m saving all this. It’s for my departure, I’ll take the train and go to New York to bring back my grandson and then I’ll go to London to bring back my granddaughter. I’ll look after them…you’ll see, they will not be lonely anymore because I’ll be with them forever and ever.”
She was losing weight every day. Her arms and hands were transparent, one could almost see the tendons clinging to her bones, her voice weaker, and her forehead brighter; it was as if her entire life had gathered there, as if her elderly heart palpitated there on her forehead. I loved her. As for my aunt Christina and her friends who pursued happiness with a passion, the lucky ones, I was losing my patience, because they engaged in idle talk about themselves and their interests. They had arrived and would leave without their soul having been touched by any difficulty, adversity or hardship; they knew no pain and like the unripened fruit fall on the earth.
Perhaps this was a hard thing to feel on my part, but I was drawn to Sophie Petakis. In her remaining days, the flame of her soul remained inextinguishable. She still wanted to give of herself, to make others feel wanted and comfortable, happy, because she was still alive. But more than this, she commended my admiration because she cried when others weren’t able to see her; she kept her tears to herself and throughout her life scattered the reserves of joy to others around her. Isn’t this what people of enormous strength do? Don’t they lift their own weight rather than place it on the shoulders of others?
Eventually, I was not spending too much time with my mother’s friend. I was mostly interested in the familiar old lady who was leaving day by day. Sophie was not sitting in the armchair anymore. She clung to her bed, her eyes had a distant look and she held onto her pouch close to her chest. Occasionally, she became aware of my presence and said, “You’ve come.” Then she would engage in disjointed utterances. Besides the medical staff, and me she had no other visitors. All the others in the building, at least the ones I met, removed themselves from the truth, far from the end. They sat in the garden, near a window, in the light, in life itself. They pursued happiness, whereas happiness must ensue—and Sophie Petakis had discovered this truth: it is the very pursuit of happiness that thwarts happiness.
One Sunday, I found her bed empty. Her journey on earth had ended, but no one told me about it; the fact that three days earlier Father Gregory had come and performed her last rites consoled me. I did hear though that she had a beautiful funeral, many wreaths, many flowers; her two children in attendance but not the grandchildren. There were some stylish cars and a number of people from the surrounding houses looked on from their windows and balconies. Mrs. Souris with her two grandchildren watched and counted the cars going by and admired all the flowers. She told me that it was an unusually warm and bright day; even the birds honoured Mrs. Petakis, yes, their singing resembled an elegy. Impressed, Mrs. Souris said at one point, “Oh, my goodness even in death, some people are lucky.” And maybe, maybe she was a little envious, but poor Mrs. Souris had no time to think it over seriously. Those noisy brats clung to her skirt again.



Fatal News
A sensitive and kind man, Costa Papadopoulos suffered from a weak heart. His relatives and friends knew about it, and they agreed that he had to be told of his wife’s tragic death as discreetly as possible.
In halting sentences, his sister Penelope at Costa’s house went over the dreadful details of the gas explosion on St. Clair Avenue, as she heard them from Toronto’s CBC Radio. Three buildings blew up, one was Anna’s Hair Salon, and Demitra, Costa’s wife who was there early in the morning, was one of the five victims. Demitra’s sister Arianna was also at Costa’s house, and confirmed that she had talked to her sister just before the latter left for the hairdresser around nine that morning. The explosion occurred an hour later. It was now three o’clock and the police planned to announce the names of the victims during a press conference at six o’clock.
On hearing the news, Costa felt the floor failing him under his feet. Instinctively, he covered his mouth with both hands. A tall broad-shouldered man, he seemed inert without resolve, he turned slightly and faced the three pairs of eyes, fixed on him, full of concern. He rested his head on Basil’s shoulder, his younger brother who was standing next to him. Impulsively, they entwined their bodies and swayed as one figure, wept and muffled their cries on each other’s shoulder.
When they loosened their embrace, Penelope extended her arms to Costa, but he raised an entreating hand indicating a need to be alone. He dragged his numb feet and headed towards his office next to the living room. Once inside, he locked the door and sank his leaden body in his black leather chair. The room wavered and darkened, but eventually his vision cleared. Every detail of his surroundings pressed upon Costa: the clock’s tick, the statue of the bronze discus thrower and the alabaster Aphrodite, the slant of sunlight on the wall, the hardness of his wooden desk on which he leaned, his oversized calendar opened to Friday, October 24, 1975 in bold black letters. Each was a separate wound to each sense. He sank further into his chair, and was overcome by a strange weakness, lethargic-like. Time passed slowly, idly like a prolonged summer day.
But strangely, the more Costa’s soft brown eyes wandered the familiar room, his sluggishness began to wane somewhat; he didn’t know why this was happening, or what it was exactly but a change of some kind was all-encompassing. The ache in his powerless limbs and the sorrow in the depths of his soul diminished slowly but steadily and his overall anaemic state subsided.
Costa continued to survey his setting: the quiet-coloured walls which accentuated the dark bookcase with all his real estate folders, just like his silver hair emphasized his sun-tanned face; the subdued coloured Greek vases scattered here and there; the black leather sofa where he sat and closed so many deals and the chunky amber beads which decorated the wall above it. All the items were chosen by him, he had made all the decisions here… everything about the room comforted him. It warmed and relaxed him. It was the kind of warmth that comes from affection, from the knowledge that he was in a special relationship with this room, it belonged to him—he was one with his surroundings.
He felt the blood coursing in his veins and his thoughts moved beyond this room to the rest of the house—he couldn’t keep up with the wild marching of his emotions and the endless questions. Did he own anything outside this room? To whom did he belong? Was he ever one with his wife Demitra… did he experience the special relationship with the requirements that love creates… being loved as well as loving?
Courageously, he half parted his lips and answered, “No” and repeated, “no, no, no!” He halted briefly and felt warm around his bare neck; the warmth then swept up his throat and burst into flame into his cheeks… he lost his concentration momentarily.
Where was he? He struggled to grasp his uprooted thoughts… No, he had never known tenderness, that deep sense of well-being that the hug of one’s partner can give. Sometimes during the past two decades he loved Demitra, but mostly he did not. But why should he care about this now when… when? He couldn’t finish the thought; he couldn’t admit the fact that he was his own man now! There were no children and both his parents had passed away, so Costa was free to do as he wished.
To do as he wished… If only that was possible years ago. He could still hear his true Greek patriarch father Petros, “Father knows what’s right.” A heavy-set man, with a swarthy complexion, Petros did not come across as a friendly man. His moustache like the warrior of old shading the heavy lips, his bushy eyebrows and his black-olive eyes spoke of severity. Both Costa and Basil knew that their father was ferociously loyal to the old ways, and they never contradicted him.
“You boys can run around and enjoy yourselves,” he would say, “but when it comes to marriage, you don’t know anything. I will find a nice Greek girl for you.”
And his father made all the arrangements for Costa to marry Demitra. She would give birth to the first grandson and name the little one ‘Petros’ after his Papou. And Costa, always the obedient son, complied. Why? Costa could not account for his lack of resistance. Perhaps it was just another obligation to his family, the reverence (which bordered on fear) he always showed his father; his bottomless love for his mother, who had no opinions other than those of her husband. Perhaps he blindly followed the tradition, and the meaningless traditions are usually the hardest of all to break.
But Costa could not go on thinking of the past, it was colourless and emptied of life, and if he dwelt on it too long, it would devour him. He had to concentrate on the present and wondered what he meant to do next… Of course he would do his duty once more and mourn his wife when she lay in her coffin with her hands folded on her chest. But after that! All those years ahead of him! The joys of youth had passed. Was there enough time left to accumulate new stores of happiness? There was more than enough time, he was forty-five years old. There were many years to come; he had courage, friends and money. All the trumps were on his side.
Shrouded in a state of elation, like the child who has been denied the toy for so long and finally gets it, Costa vowed that the years before him would belong to him.
A whole world waited for him; he would celebrate his release and follow his dreams. He closed his eyes and savoured his own presence. For the first time, he felt energetic, self-sufficient, almost invincible, complete and ready for anything; he would seek happiness, pursue it, find it and yield anything to keep it. Costa slapped his right thigh, swivelled his chair and dashed toward the locked door.
When he opened it, he bumped into Penelope who was standing behind it, looking around dolefully and biting her fingernails. “Oops! Sorry, my dear,” Costa slipped his arm around his sister’s waist and practically carried her along the narrow hallway to the foyer where his brother Basil and his sister-in-law Arianna were chatting.
Just as Costa was about to guide them into the living room, they heard the screen door open. Then, the main door’s latchkey turned and together with a gust of wind, Demitra flung the door open and stepped into the foyer. A plump woman with dark features, she looked bulky in her black coat with all the shopping bags full of delicacies from Toronto’s Greektown. She had gone to Anna’s Hair Salon just after nine that morning, but her hairdresser had accepted some unexpected clients and would be about an hour late. Rather than wait and flip through magazines, Demitra rebooked her appointment for the next day and went shopping on the Danforth. She actually welcomed the change, because in two days it would be Saint Demitrios Feast Day and she would be celebrating her Name-Day. She was unaware of the accident that had occurred that morning.
Amazed at Penelope’s scream, Demitra stood dumbfounded with her eyes wide open and mouth agape. Instinctively, Basil stepped in front of Costa to hold him as his body convulsed. But Basil’s intervention was too late. Costa collapsed. The ambulance crew which arrived within minutes could not revive him. According to the doctor, the thrill of seeing his wife alive was too much for Costa’s weak heart.



Something Greater Than Love
My two younger sisters acted thoughtfully when they placed the icon of the Blessed Virgin Mary in my mother’s (mana to my sisters and me), white satin lined coffin. Tastefully arranged to the right of mana’s body, its upper half rested on the casket’s edge giving us a good view.
The icon depicted Her Holiness in the gilded, multi-folded burgundy cape and Christ perched at the centre of her lap. Drawn to this colourful and appealing image, I remembered it and mana’s attachment to it well. This icon was the first item mana had packed when we crossed the Atlantic Ocean from Greece on our way to Canada more than four decades ago. She loved enunciating the icon’s name: Pa- na-yia Pla- ty- te- ra, (All-holy Lady, more spacious than the heavens), and explaining its simple message of love: “Her outstretched hands, palms up in supplication, show that the Mother of God is praying for us, and she’s extending an invitation for us to be hugged, my children. She says to us ‘come and be embraced by perfect love.’” Either to praise Her Holiness on happy occasions or to seek comfort during troubled times, mana, bent on prayer, always genuflected in front of the Panayia Platytera. It was the source of true peace for mana, and it had become her absorbing ritual, as she crossed herself constantly, stretched her hands and whispered inaudible entreaties. Her monotonous voice generated goose bumps on my flesh.
Now, in hushed steps, as if they entered a hospital room, hundreds of mana’s friends, neighbours, former co-workers and relatives lined up to the side of the casket, bowed their heads before Her Holiness, crossed themselves and lighted a candle nearby. What comfort did I derive from this scene, as mana lay peacefully in her navy suit with a white blouse underneath, her clasped hands resting on her chest. She seemed younger than her eighty-six years. A small woman, her striking face was a reminder of how pretty she must have been. Her wrinkle-free, transparent complexion, the shine of her steel grey hair (not snow white as one would expect), and her elegant slim hands gave her a younger appearance. Always active and curious in life, with a smile and a lively spirit, her goodness mushroomed around her. There was something pure and totally natural the way she spread her infinite compassion. Many called her a ‘true saintly soul.’
At her waist the oak casket was closed and covered with an oversized arrangement of white roses. Colourful wreaths – despite requests for memorial donations to the Heart and Stroke Foundation instead of flowers – decorated the walls of the visiting hall. The smoke from the burning incense ascended in circles unhurriedly towards the high ceiling and the candles’ flames flickered slowly near the coffin. A faint wind lifted and beat the tree branches against the panes of the two upper windows. Then it crept round the Funeral Home, moaning drearily.
The attendees who came to pay their respects had the same expression, sat so still, and stared in front of them or downward at the burgundy carpet. They appeared to be breathing in unison. With the exception of my sisters’ occasional sniffles (they had kept their promise to mana not to wear black but to dress in lighter colours), there were no loud lamentations. Surprisingly, given the packed hall, tranquility reigned. There was no real grief, as we waited for Father Gregory to pray with us for the redemption of mana’s soul before her internment—and that was the big mystery, a puzzling mystery. Where were the tears? My tears? I was her son, her firstborn who loved her dearly. I could see mana, now in the deepest of all slumbers in front of me, but for some strange reason I was not pulled into the vortex of grief and anguish; the impulse to bury my head in my hands and shed some tears eluded me. Overt suffering was allowed within the etiquette of the Greek Orthodox culture, if not encouraged. And the lack of any visible signs of distress on my part was baffling, and gave me restless thoughts of self-reproach.
It was odd, for the past three days there were not enough hours in the day to make all the funeral arrangements, and now it was as if time had reached a standstill. Even the minutes seemed endless while we waited for the priest. From the brass candle holder the smoke continued to creep upwards, and the wind had dropped as suddenly as it sprung. The entire hall was still, terribly still. A cough, the clearing of one’s throat and rustling of people moving in the oak pews disturbed the room’s reverent peace occasionally, but for the most part, a shroud of silence hung over, profound and eerie. Though persistent, the rain fell silently. It felt chilly and a light mist on the windows, combined with the rain, paled the hall, which was suffused with the candle-wax scent. I shuddered. A strange sentiment possessed me, an inexplicable feeling, something smothering like I was fighting my way through a stifling fog.
On the windowpane, the droplets trickled like delicate tears on the misty glass forming something intricate like embroidery; I gazed fixedly and oddly enough, followed the rainfall outside the window. It gave me a full view of the drenched day, where the rain soaked the grass and the flower beds, the endless rows of cars in the parking lot and beyond the fence, the sluggish traffic on the gleaming road. While I was inside, I was outside. I could hear the water dripping from the eaves, but what a struggle it was in the dimness to see any of North Toronto’s actual houses. Turning here and there, I tried to distinguish things, and it seemed that it must be raining everywhere.
Originally soft sounding, the rain’s patter turned into a drumbeat, and it quickly became a torrential flood. Flashes of lightening lit up the landscape; the sky was aflame at all sides and the heavenly cannonade was deafening. When it eventually receded somewhat, there was spattering, something like playful feet splashing on the wet earth. Suddenly I was in a strange place, a strange field really, with clumps of bright wild flowers growing in abundance, and I was running from the rain. Hurriedly passing between olive, orange and fig trees, huge plantations of reddening tomatoes and ripening grapes encircled me as I scrambled towards an all-white chapel. I jumped over puddles and a fragrant whiff of thyme reached my nostrils; an elderly woman, black-clad and riding side-saddle, urged her weary looking donkey onwards. A tall, lean shepherd ambled behind his flock—huddled together, a tossing woolly mass the sheep appeared to be frightened of the rain. Then I heard laughter, someone in front of me, mana and behind me, my two sisters giggling, running and the cypress trees were swaying, swaying. “Take care my darlings, guard the fruit we’ve gathered,” mana said breathlessly. And with my right hand, I covered the cluster of grapes, pomegranates and figs inside the wicker basket swinging on my left arm.
We bumped against each other and mingled in the courtyard of St. Nicholas, an all-white chapel with blue shutters and tall cypress trees around it. All three of us found ourselves in mana’s embrace. She hugged us fiercely. We clung to each other just as our wet clothes – my breeches and mana’s and my sisters’ denim skirts, smothered in red, greasy mud at the bottom – clung to our flesh. As one soaked mass, we rocked to and fro, and more than anything I wanted our wet, tangled bodies to stay in that moment as much and as long as possible. I licked the salty raindrops on mana’s arm, felt her heart pounding and sniffed the familiar jasmine fragrance in her bosom.
What a bountiful and warm affection. In my twelfth year, it gave me a rush of happiness, and that feeling has been neatly folded and stored in my memory like objects that are placed tidily one on top of the other in a drawer. When mana released us, she motioned us to place our fruit baskets on the white windowsill. “Isn’t this lovely, after the long dry summer? We needed this first September rain my angels or rather mother earth needs it. Enjoy the delicious smell of the leaves and wet earth mingled with the salty smell of the nearby sea.” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and a few wet strands of her dark hair covered her cheeks. It was true. After the intensity of the summer’s heat, with its furnace-strong temperatures, this rainfall was welcoming. And as it dripped from the chapel’s rooftop onto the fruit, mana caressed the soaked baskets. I reached out and offered her a fig, my sister Georgia, a cluster of grapes and young Penelope, a pear. Mana thanked us for the earth’s gifts and said, “Greece’s fruits, my children, are scarce but delicious! Especially here in the southern part of the Peloponnese peninsula where I believe the incomparable brilliant sun and the winter’s rainfall yield the tastiest crops. Where else could you taste such sweet grapes, which have been intrinsically linked to Greece since the time of Homer? Where else could you find pears with this rosy down, figs with such a compact flesh, or the scorned cactus pears with their unique flavour between a cantaloupe and a banana?”
Mana smiled, hugged us again and continued, “The more humans toil and water the earth with their sweat, the more they are presented with the sweetest crops.” Two black ants on the sun-baked earth struggled as they dragged a black raisin to their nest, repeatedly stopped, turned sideways and around all the obstacles, but never lost sight of their destination. “Take a good look, my children and learn to enjoy all that is beautiful around you, because everything is all one miracle, one fleeting miracle which fades by the time we realize it.”
II
After we lighted some candles and kissed the icons in St. Nicholas, in my mind we left the building and welcomed the luminous sunshine, as it was now streaming through the gaps of the passing dark clouds. Everything glittered. A kindly warmth enveloped us and we could distinguish even the tiniest pebble on the red dusty road. The shadows of the olive trees adorned the thirsty earth and I couldn’t get enough of the light and the ethereal colour of the clear sky. An urge to sing possessed me and made the three-kilometre trek back to our house a thrill. At the base of the mountain, which commended a grand view of the valley below and the blinding glare of the sea further out, sat our small whitewashed house.
That we were to take off our wet and dirty clothes, wash up, rest awhile and do some homework before supper were the litany of instructions from mana, way before we entered our house. In her velvety voice, she implored us to take care, and she never had to repeat her commands. When my sisters disappeared into their room, and I was about to part the embroidered curtain, which divided our tiny kitchen and our humble living room, someone tapped the front door. Mana walked towards it and I slipped in the kitchen.
“Tasos! Welcome,” she whispered and then lowered her head. She then led him to the round table with the laced tablecloth in the centre of our living room. Multi-coloured flowers in a vase had been placed in the centre, a small detail on mana’s part, but one which tastefully transformed the modest room.
“Good afternoon, Maria and forgive me for coming at this time when you probably want to rest…”
“Oh, no, there’s plenty for me to do, but…”
“Are you alone? I have to talk to you.” Mana must have gestured to him that we were upstairs because Kyrio Tasos continued to talk in a low tone, almost inaudible. At first I hesitated, but curiosity overcame me and I turned to my side, and parted the curtain slightly to be within earshot.
“Please listen to me, Maria. You know that I’ve made more money in America than I need for myself. It’s impossible for me to see you struggling to raise three children on your own…”
“Tasos…”
“No, no, let me continue, you know that I’ve always loved you. When you married Demitri, I couldn’t bear it and immigrated to America. Now I’ve come back because my feelings for you have not changed. If you don’t love me, accept me for your children’s sake. They need a father, and I promise to do everything possible for their future. They’ll attend the best schools and I’ll love them as if they were my own, Maria. I promise you.”
His voice sounded sincere, but mana remained silent as if she was struggling to find a balanced answer. During the silent moments, I found it hard to breathe, and my body was clammy and cold; my head throbbed and my heart pounded. A weakness took hold of me, especially my limbs to the point where I needed to kneel.
“Well…? Kyrio Tasos asked in a low tone, full of agony.
“You’re a good man, Tasos, and I thank you for your kind feelings, but I cannot accept your proposal. Please let me explain. You loved me when I was a pretty teenager and you probably remember all the fun we had. Perhaps you continue to see me as I was then Tasos, I’m not a young girl anymore, but a tired old woman!”
“You’re not an old woman. To me you’re more beautiful now.”
“My dear Tasos, I’m delighted to have an admirer like you, but I must decline. I’m not just a weary woman, but also a mana. I would not be worthy of this title if I gave a stepfather to my children. A stepfather – no matter how good he is – can never replace the father. And even if he truly loves the other’s children, the children themselves won’t love him.”
“Your children love me. You should have seen Pete yesterday, how well we hit it off during the fishing trip.”
“My children love you as a relative or a true friend, as someone who gave them a little happiness by reminding them of the father they worshipped. But when they become aware that you’ve taken his place, they will resent you. And the worst part, they will hate me, the unworthy mana who forsook their father. I may have regrets and loathe myself.”
“Maria, you are complicating a very simple situation. The children are mature enough to face a new reality. You must see that it is troubling for them to see you struggling to raise them by yourself. It saddens them to see you get up every morning before dawn for olive picking during the freezing rain and cold winds; how long can you endure it? What if something happens to you? What will become of the children?”
“Life’s trials are for humans, Tasos; with courage we’ll find our way. Up to now my loneliness has given me a kind of pride which has been my strength. Besides, everything is in God’s hands. Is there anyone in this world who knows whether he’ll be alive tomorrow? Your proposal, my good friend, moves me; it gives me comfort in my difficult journey since Demitri’s passing five years ago. Oh, I know what I’m losing by declining your offer, but I’ll win the serenity of my soul and the love of my children…”
“Think about it carefully, Maria. Your journey will be long and tough. America has a lot more to offer your children than Greece.”
“No, Tasos, I will not think about it. Please understand that I’ve made up my mind. For a few weeks now I was wondering what I would say to you; I had suspected the reason for your visits. And if I find that the obstacles to my journey become unbearable, I’ll consider immigrating to Toronto, Canada, where Demitri’s cousin lives as he has repeatedly offered to sponsor us. But keep in mind that our race does not yield easily. We have inherited the capacity to face life boldly, a boldness which I want to pass onto my children. Goodbye, my good friend.”
“Goodbye, Maria. Kiss the children for me and give them my love.”
I heard Kyrio Tasos’ steps, as they faded in our courtyard, I tried to get up but my body’s every fibre was leaden. Glued to the cold tiled floor, it was as if I needed an oversized pulley to lift me. I noticed mana had returned to the table, buried her face in her palms and had a good cry. I don’t know how long I sat there with my eyes fixed on the ochre tiles. But every word of mana’s exchange with Kyrio Tasos remained in my mind. And after I had replayed their conversation, all the previous situations which made mana worthy of motherhood paraded through my thoughts. It’s difficult to find the precise words to describe her nurturing nature in every instance. Suffice to say that when I got hurt, she suffered; when I had a high fever, she burned; when I was upset, she cried; and when I was cold, she shivered. In short, when I was in pain, she was the kind of mana whose unforgettable deep sighs told me, be patient my child, it will pass.
III
A poke in my ribs from my sister Georgia’s elbow jolted me back inside the Funeral Home. Dazed, I stifled a yawn, and saw her crossed dark eyes turning towards Father Gregory who had finally arrived in his black cassock. He stood at the side of the open coffin and started chanting the Trisagion by repeating three times: “Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy and Immortal have mercy on us… May she rest in peace, may the souls of the faithful departed rest in peace…” Standing, with my hands clasped in front of me, I did everything possible to escape my state of semi-awareness; I resolved not to think at all, to erase, and totally escape my memories. But in vain. No sooner had I made the resolution than my thoughts drifted back to the time and place of my twelfth year. It was as if the more I tried to concentrate and participate in the solemn service here in Toronto, the more a curious force dragged me back to that day in Plitra, Greece of long ago. Mana’s overwhelming conversation with Kyrio Tasos, the secret I had not shared with anyone, not even my sisters, gave me a wavelet of happiness. And I found myself inclined to continue to isolate myself from the present event and delve into the past, searching perhaps for some insight that would explain the state of elevation when I looked back.
Wafts of incense billowed from the censor as Father Gregory swung it to and fro towards the coffin and prayed for the forgiveness of sins. Through the smoke’s rising rings, I glanced at the open coffin again and the Panagia Platytera’s icon rekindled the solace I experienced when I first saw it. The scene mesmerized me. It was as if some new, penetrating feeling awakened and simmered in my soul. My heart seemed to loosen and grow larger, filling me with understanding and hope. An inexplicable joy took hold of me, a joy that I used to experience the nights I got up and looked at the stars in the infinite sky. Those clear silent nights when the soft breeze brought the fragrance of the blooming acacia bush in our courtyard. Staring at the Panayia Platytera, at once visible and invisible, her brown, ovoid eyes – holy and human through the smoke – met mine, and the more I gazed at Her, the more I began to accept the fact that it was pointless to resist my memories. And finally the flash of enlightenment came – it was as if Her Holiness had intervened and untied the troubling knots after I had given up tugging at their loose threads. Perhaps the past enthralled me because that day mana had given me the peace of mind that every twelve-year-old craves. That mana loved me totally gave me a rush, a rush of bliss, and I relished it then and treasure it now. Warmth from her affection kept me warm throughout my teens. Even now, though lifeless, mana’s face projected an expression of love, and I could feel it: firm, complete, without regrets or anxieties.
But at this time, slowly but clearly, I also realized mana’s tenacious grip on life which showed me her inner strength – a strength that enabled her to be both a mother and a father and to forsake her dreams and hopes for her children. Resilient and resolute, mana’s stamina illustrated for me that there is, indeed, something greater than love: there’s sacrifice. Mana did what her heart told her to do at the time and she did it gallantly and graciously because her boundless affection made self-sacrifice so much easier. I remember her telling me once that “if there were more people in this world who would give their time, energy and life for others, our world would be a better place.” Throughout her life, she mentioned death often and had convinced my sisters and me that she wasn’t afraid of it. “Life and death are siblings, my children. I’m not afraid of death, but I hope it comes quickly as a friend so that you will not have to suffer.”
And now I know what mana means for me, for you, and for every human being. It stands for the beautiful being who loves us more than anybody else around us. And even if we commit the greatest crime and everyone wants to stone us, our mother will stand firm by our side and will sacrifice herself to save us. Mana means self-sacrifice, something greater than love, something noble and sacred. Her central and singular goal in life is the well-being of her children.
As for my confusion that I had no tears at mana’s funeral, I now know that I had inherited something from mana that not even death could take away from me. I was the only heir to her secret, and with it, I had inherited her tender heart. Her instinct to show compassion towards others, to love nature with all its mystery and beauty, had been bequeathed to me, and I felt indissolubly bound to mana. Affection and spirit have no gender, and a man’s soul can harbour the same treasures. From an early age, I had become aware of the beauty and the power of human love and goodness. As well, my love for animals, birds and insects, so innocent and defenceless, give me so much joy; I inherited that from my mana. Her dedication to volunteerism had been passed on to me, and her passion for gardening flowed in my veins.
Just as I stepped outside with the other five pallbearers, the sun broke through the clouds’ gaps; its warmth seemed to affirm my confidence that mana had not passed away now. She merely left our house and reposed in my heart, in my blood and in my soul. As befitting the sombre occasion though, I walked with a serious expression during the funeral procession. But instead of tears in my eyes, the attendees who looked closely would have noticed a gleam of pride and joy.
“Blessings to the endless love and kindness of your little soul, mana mou,” I whispered under my breath as we proceeded towards the hearse.



At George’s Barbershop
Woe to the one who loves two countries. Often repeated by his blessed father, this saying crossed George Sakis’ mind today. It was April 23, Saint George’s Feast Day and doubly special for George. With the accustomed fanfare, he would be celebrating his Name-Day; also on this day ten years ago, George opened his beloved barbershop. As he walked towards it along Danforth Avenue in Toronto’s Greektown at eight in the morning, the serenity in his heart bordered on elation. There was damp in the air, but the biting winds had receded, all the snow had melted and the sun had already broken through the clouds promising a warm spring day. George felt the breath of spring in the soft chilly air and he quickened his step on his way to the Akropol Bakery first to buy some sweets for his customers.
In his early forties, dressed in a smart tweed jacket and dark pants, with his dark curly hair, George appeared confident and friendly. He imagined the glorious spring in Greece’s countryside, his former homeland, with the sweet fragrance of its wild flowers – vibrant daisies, aromatic freesias and the graceful poppies – making their dazzling appearance everywhere. A wave of tenderness permeated George’s entire body at the thought. In the unforgettable past, he relived the sparkling clean whitewashed house, his ancestral home, with the endless rows of potted flowers on its ledges. The aroma from the freshly baked sweets in the rows of glass containers attracted everyone into the large kitchen. Deep from within, his recollections surged and he pictured the rows of magnificent mountains, covered with shrubs, chestnut and pine trees, with the remote villages perched on their peaks.
Glancing around him now, all he saw were the multitude of cars, parked on the sides of the road or streaming east and west, in their metallic colours. The stench from the car fumes was overpowering, and the dreariness of the wet sidewalk dampened his effervescence. From the barrels of salt cod outside Mike’s Fish Store, the saltiness in the breeze was sharp. And between the bars and clubs, displaying both the Greek and Canadian flags, were multiple grocery stores with heaps of fruit and greens. After passing a number of clothes, shoe and coffee shops, George winced when he reached Jason’s Meat Market and saw the lifeless lambs hanging from their hocks on the steel hooks. Although he had passed by them countless times, the shock still lodged in the lambs’ eyes, tormented George.
The miniature ship liners and airplanes featured in the travel agent display windows, transported George once again to Greece’s idyllic surroundings. He remembered hanging out with his friends on sandy beaches that could be on a postcard or in a Disney film. The sea gleamed before them in jewel tones: first a bright band of turquoise, then an expanse of cobalt blue as far as the eye could see. Calm, wrinkle free its flat surface stretched in front of them like a gigantic metal sheet. And how could he forget Greece’s sundown, when the day departed and left a rosy sky?
As he walked toward the bakery at the end of the long block, George envisioned himself in his old countryside at the ‘Panegyri’, a celebration during Saint George’s Feast Day. Icons were taken from their safe sanctuaries and carried in procession by the priests; the town’s band followed them with an almost unholy cacophony of brass and drums. When the relics had been returned to the church, the endless partying started in the town’s square, where people sang and danced fervently. He remembered the vigorous rhythms of the popular bouzouki, and George couldn’t get enough of it. His memories rolled one after another, overlapped and collided. How he longed to see Greece’s blazing sun again. His wish to walk again on that blessed ground and smell the fragrance of myrtle and lavender was unbearably strong.
But he forced himself to stop his reminiscing; with self-reproach he confronted it and refused to dwell on frivolous desires. As much as possible he tried to erase his recollections from another place and time. This had become an annual impasse, when he was eagerly planning the celebrations of his Name-Day in Toronto; at the same time he recalled the beauty and customs of the other country more than five thousand miles away. It drained him. When would this dilemma end? Today he was overcome with blissfulness; he had plenty to be thankful for, and much to celebrate. Any nostalgia for Greece would not do today; nothing could spoil his special day, he thought, as he stepped into the bakery.
“Yum-yum, Kyria Katina, the aroma of your freshly baked bread and cookies is delectable, and when it’s combined with the cinnamon, it sends me to heaven.”
“Kalimera, George and Chronia Polla, ‘many years’ to you on your Name-Day, my boy,” said the bakery’s tireless proprietor. In her sixties, she cheerfully greeted the barber in her white uniform and the black net on her head.
“Efharisto, Kyria Katina, thank you. I’ve come for your finest sweets, nothing but the best for my customers.”
The baklava, a delicious pastry, its layers of transparent dough alternated with a sugary spiced nut mixture, soaked entirely in fragrant sweet syrup made with honey, lemon and cinnamon, caught his attention.
“Two dozen of these please, and a dozen of those sweet nutty biscuits covered in icing sugar.” George continued to browse the other delicacies behind the glassed counters, and as Kyria Katina eagerly packed his favourites, he reflected on his blessedness. This shopping experience reminded him of his good fortune. The existence of these baked goods – the familiar sweets he grew up with in Greece – could be found here in Toronto, a city across the Atlantic from the place where he was born. This realization generated in him a wave of contentment. Something like a shudder went down his spine. He considered it a kind of holiness in calling Canada home. It was a welcoming country, where he was able to make a good living for himself and his young family and he could still enjoy the traditions of his old country.
That he was known as a ‘Greek-Canadian’ to his neighbours and friends did not humble George, but on the contrary, it was a source of pride for him. It did label him a mixed person, of having one foot in Greece and the other in Canada, but George delighted in his half and half makeup. His boundless passion for Greek music, dance, food and history was familiar to all who knew him. And yet, he adored Canada. Its physical vastness and beauty fascinated him. A loyal Maple Leaf fan, he was glued to the television set on Saturday evenings for the thrilling hockey game. Recently, his young son Demitri had expressed an interest in minor league hockey. And George couldn’t have been more pleased to buy him the required equipment. Every Sunday afternoon his loved ones enjoyed the excursions in Toronto’s parks where they picnicked during the summer and skated in the winter.
Along with his parents, George had come to Canada in his late teens. Not interested in schoolwork, he worked at odd jobs here and there and eventually apprenticed with a barber until he opened his own barbershop. George’s business reinforced his affection for Canada, his adopted country. The material rewards were one aspect of his satisfaction; but this was the least important to him. More than anything he enjoyed his trade and the friendship of his diverse clientele. His customers, from the elderly to the toddlers entering his shop for the first time, and from the progressives to the more traditional—they all added colour and drama to his work. Like troopers full of medals, they strutted in to enjoy the ritual of the trim to both hair and moustache, whose condition helped define their manliness. They trusted George to guide them in formulating their style. Besides his creativity with the comb and scissors, George was a faithful listener; he knew the details of their troubles, successes, ambitions and disappointments. On many occasions he consoled his customers and they in turn comforted him. He learned from them, not just personal facts about themselves and their loved ones, but they informed him about Canadian issues and the latest events from Greece. They walked in with the newspapers in hand or letters they had received from the old country. And their views on the current topics of both countries generated the most heated discussions and added excitement to his days.
II
Overloaded with the white boxes of treats, which were decoratively tied with blue ribbons, George struggled to open his shop; once inside he placed them on the counter and pulled the string of the venetian blind. Sunlight glared in. The entire long and narrow shop sparkled: the lily white walls, the vinyl checkered floor and the burgundy leather barber’s chair. Quickly, he removed his jacket and dressed in his clean, white top; washed his hands and gathered a freshly laundered white towel from a cupboard below the counter. On the counter itself, the base of the oversized mirror, neatly laid the scrupulously cleaned razors, scissors, combs and bottles of eau de Cologne.
It was now half past eight and he looked forward to hearing his customers’ congratulations. Yesterday, he had bought a couple bottles of whiskey and some ouzo and had stayed longer than usual to wash and sterilize his utensils. Everything had been planned to perfection.
Punctual as usual, his first customer, Leon Politis – tall and casually dressed, with long fair hair – entered his shop.
“Kalimera, George.” Leon’s greeting – with head down, and drooped shoulders – was almost inaudible and his steps were heavy and forced, as if his legs were about to buckle beneath him.
“Kalimera, Leon. What’s the matter?” His sorrowful brown eyes reflected George’s anxiety. Opposite him stood a transformed Leon—not the jovial fellow he knew, whose usual good spirits were contagious. Now he seemed like a man who had been hit by a tidal wave of grief; pale, the bags under his eyes betrayed a sleepless night. His reddish eyes revealed that tears had coursed down his face, and now it was as dry as a wrung cloth.
“Greece… it deserves better. Yes, our patrida…, special place, merits something different,” Leon mumbled and turned the silver ring on his pinky incessantly.
“I’m sorry, Leon, but what are you saying?” George’s question was full of concern and desperation, and his unease intensified when Leon did not respond right away.
Slowly, Leon reached for the Toronto Telegram, tucked under his arm. He placed the newspaper on the counter and with his index finger tapped twice on its screaming headline: A COUP! TANKS ROLL IN ATHENS!
“Have you not heard the news, George? Our beloved Greece has been taken over by dictators. Military men took over our little country two days ago. April 21, 1967 will be recorded in Greece’s history!”
“No. I have no clue. I worked very late last night and felt tired, never saw the news. How could something like this happen?”
From sheer exhaustion, Leon gripped the back of the barber’s chair and brought his friend up-to-date. At times quoting from the newspaper’s account, and at others, remembering the latest details he heard on the CBC radio, Leon, in halting sentences, and making every effort to control his anger, described the historic day for his barber: Three military officers, colonels in rank, known as ‘The Junta’, declared martial law in Greece. Hundreds of armoured trucks, tanks and troops were deployed in major urban centres. Led by Colonel Papadopoulos, The Junta claimed that communists were a serious threat to the nation. And as a result, thousands of left-wing activists and leaders were arrested and put in prison camps. Torture was used to extract confessions or to make prisoners name other socialists and communists. Newspapers were shut down. Suppressions of the unions were introduced. Labour strikes and recurring demonstrations of any kind were forbidden. Popular songs were banned. Plays, poetry and prose were all subject to censorship. By all accounts individual freedoms were restricted.
George listened intensely in disbelief; perplexity masked his face. He did not know what to say or do. The unsettling atmosphere in his old country was familiar to him; poverty and exploitation were a perfect breeding ground for instability. In the elections that were to be held next month, the centrist party was expected to win. The Nationalists felt that the disorder prevalent in the country was not conducive to a democratic process like an election though, and were vehemently hostile to the growing Left. The upcoming election was cancelled by the Colonels. It was definitely a time of brewing resentment and uncertainty. But George was shocked to learn just how badly things had deteriorated.
Leon Politis was not just another customer for George but a dear friend. He felt so sorry for him now, so sorry that he couldn’t bear to see his immeasurable sadness. They saw each other frequently. Leon owned a frodistirio, a local tutorial service in mathematics for Greek-Canadian youngsters requiring extra help on this subject. His passion and genius for math was well known in Toronto’s Greek community and Leon was popular. After graduating from the University of Toronto, he taught math at a nearby collegiate. But his disdain for rules compelled him to leave his position and open his frodistirio, which grew into a rewarding business. His enthusiasm for numbers touched his students like a torch and they excelled in their math classes in Toronto’s schools.
Besides Leon’s zeal for teaching mathematics, politics also engaged him. As a youngster he had grown up in Drapetsona, a poor district in Piraeus harbour, where the refugees from Asia Minor had settled in the early twenties. He had seen poverty head on and had been exposed to all sorts of political ideas. Both his father and his grandfather had been trade union officials and socialist beliefs ran in Leon’s veins. After Greece’s civil war, following World War II, the children of the Left faced a grim future in their country. Encouraged by his father, Leon jumped at the chance to immigrate to Toronto when an aunt offered to sponsor him.
Weary, Leon leaned on the barber’s chair, continued to turn the ring on his pinky and stared in front of him, blinking, vacant. He not only mourned the death of Greece’s democracy, which revolted him beyond belief, but he was concerned about the safety of his elderly parents.
“I tried calling my parents all night, George, but the lines… busy signals, couldn’t get through. Couldn’t connect with my sister either. You see the seven-hour difference between the two countries does not help…”
“Don’t worry, Leon, I’ll phone Anna and ask her to try calling them again today.”
“Efharisto, George. And look, I’m sorry but I won’t be staying for my usual trim today. There are so many things we can do to confront this undemocratic act. I have to call our priest and the Greek community’s president to help us organize a rally at Toronto’s city square to voice our concerns. Perhaps we can draft letters to our provincial and federal members of parliament and ask them to raise their concerns with the Greek dictators. We could even appeal to The Honourable Prime Minister Lester Pearson. There’s so much we can do to resist…”
“Resist? Resist what, my friends?” The familiar, gruff voice belonged to Gus Kardoulis, as he swung the door open, closed it behind him and walked in the barbershop in his usual purposeful manner. The neighbourhood’s successful tailor, Gus, dressed in a dark three-piece suit, was not known for his patience; his prominent ears and hooked nose stood out along with his swarthy complexion. Locals knew him as a man easily moved to anger and for having an eagle’s eye for profit. A shrewd entrepreneur, he understood that formal dress was important to Greek-Canadians, and that they preferred made-to-measure suits, as opposed to buying them off the rack in Toronto’s clothes shops. Their certainty that suits lent people both status and dignity, and well-cut clothes in the old country’s style gave them classiness, had enriched Gus.
The tailor’s glance fell on the Toronto Telegram’s front page and he then turned to Leon. “I see you read the news about Greece,” he continued, and his comment sounded like a taunt. “Well, if you ask me, it was just a matter of time before the brave military intervened. What choice did it have, my friends? Someone had to restore peace and order, given all those demonstrations.”
With his head bowed, Leon turned his ring again on his little finger and tried hard not to be provoked by the tailor. But Gus seemed to take a masochistic pleasure in probing the depths of political differences between himself and other fellow Greeks. “Yes, sir, Greece more than anything needs law and order now. And as far as I’m concerned, the tougher the measures are from the military, the better. Imposed martial law, that’s the answer; it’s the only way, with those sorts of people…”
“Well, neither George nor I asked for your opinion,” snapped Leon, “but what do you mean by ‘those sorts of people?’
“All the rabble rousers of course, the demonstrators, the anarchists and communists…”
“Excuse me!” Leon cried. “Please do not label all the decent and desperate people who were protesting for justice, democracy and equality. There is a link between injustice and unrest; many progressives were seeking political reforms, and thousands hit the streets, because the desire to defy had spread like an epidemic. But don’t dismiss the disillusioned and deprived with one brush stroke as ‘those sorts of people’…
“They were all anarchists and communists and Soviet-backed communists to boot,” interrupted Gus, with a glint in his eyes. “To law and order, let’s hear it for the dictatorship!” he countered.
Leon knew that if he continued this discussion with the arrogant tailor over the rights and wrongs of Greece’s dictatorship, they would be at each other’s throats. To avoid a fight, he decided to leave, but before Leon departed, he confronted Gus again, with a distinctly triumphant edge in his voice: “Don’t ever forget my friend that ‘those sorts of people’ care deeply about participation in the way you and me are governed. It is this participation that has produced the world’s oldest democracy, which has brought freedom and justice to millions of people for more than two and a half thousand years. It is no accident that Canadians and so many other people worldwide consider themselves children of Greece. But two days ago, democracy died in our beloved patrida, so this is a time for mourning, not a time to gloat. We will resist!”
With a huff Leon was about to storm out of the barbershop. Just before he departed, he turned towards George. There was a long sadness in his face, without malice but full of disappointment; his blue, sorrowful eyes appeared to be asking, ‘have you no thoughts on this matter, George?’ In the meantime, as Leon had challenged Gus, other clients had entered George’s barbershop. Half of the people in the room now clapped and cheered Leon on. The other half had sided with Gus and before long, the two factions created a ruckus. The group which had sided with Leon blamed America’s foreign policy and held it responsible for imposing The Junta in Greece. The other side reveled in the idea that stability would result from the dictatorship, bringing prosperity to the old country. Their gesticulations and disorderly conversation could be seen and heard outside, to the point where a passing police officer popped his head in the door and asked, “Everything OK in here, George?”
“Fine, we’re fine, Paul. Thanks,” George replied. Weariness possessed him. Throughout the heated discussion, he never uttered his opinion. Disengaged, alone, he was like a small fishing boat struggling in the rough seas as the waves splashed it on both sides. The idea of taking sides did not sit well with George. The barber’s discretion and tact were the job’s prerequisites. Any comments about clients or their views on any subject he kept tucked away, and produced them when it was safe to do so. Perhaps this was one reason for his popularity.
But now he regretted his silence. And if his shop were empty, he would scold himself openly. Whatever happened to his faithful friendship with Leon? He should have stood up for his friend, for he agreed with him. Yes, democracy had died in his patrida, and what did it matter whether The Junta in Greece would bring peace and prosperity, as some of his clients claimed? Isn’t freedom far more important? Freedom, he reflected, consists in retaining our right to disagree with the state’s purposes and express our objections and goals without fear of retribution. Lost in his thoughts, George failed to notice that one by one, his clients had departed, without their usual trim. After the bewildering chaos, his barbershop drifted into an unfamiliar silence.
George’s temples pulsed and his stomach grumbled from hunger. A quick glance at his watch indicated that it was well past lunchtime, and he regretted the fact that none of his clients congratulated him on his Name-Day. The events in Greece had consumed everyone; the opportunity to toast his ten years in business never came up. The piles of boxes with the sweets, which he had eagerly purchased in the morning, were never opened. And even though his hunger pangs were growing more acute by the minute, he couldn’t bring himself to open one of them. George’s soul had been agitated like the waters when disturbed by a stone. An inclination to be alone took hold of him; it turned into an impulse to close shop. Every time his melancholy swelled inside him, he had a need to go somewhere. And that’s what he would do, depart from his barbershop early and leave everything behind.
On his way out though, he realized that he couldn’t go home right away, and a great long sigh left his dry mouth. He couldn’t face his wife Anna just yet. She would notice and feel his melancholy, and he simply couldn’t bear to discuss the day’s events, especially with someone who had such boundless love for him. Theirs was a special marriage. It was a union of exceptional closeness that could pick up a subtle sign of mood change; the merest hint of distress or ill health was always betrayed in lacklustre hair, sallow skin or gloomy eyes. Anna would detect his sadness, George thought, just as she usually noticed his lingering smile. He had to kill some time; he yearned for something that would make him forget, forget the events in Greece and forget the planned celebrations that never happened. It was now two forty and he remembered that at three o’clock the nearby movie theatre featured a matinee every day. He headed towards it.
III
It started to rain. Big soft drops splashed on George’s hands and cheeks. A great cold shiver went through him, and stayed in his hands and knees. Instinctively, he hastened his steps towards the theatre, but his thoughts turned just as quickly to his shame over how he had kept his comments to himself. George’s guilt intensified. It sat in the pit of his stomach like a stone, a regret that made him physically uneasy to the point where he almost lost his bearing. And the knowledge that there was nothing he could do to make amends intensified his hurt. Why didn’t he speak up….? Why did he hide his convictions, and deny his emotions? Was it the Canadian thing to do?
In a perfunctory manner, George purchased his ticket, not knowing what the movie was about. And once inside the theatre, the stale cigarette smoke engulfed him. But it was warm, and he craved this kind of warmth right now; his shivers, which had consumed his body, subsided. To get accustomed to the darkness, he blinked regularly. It was as if he had fallen into a cave with walls of darkness. With the help of an usher’s discreet flashlight, he walked along the front row of the theatre’s upper level to find a seat. Even though the movie had started, George could hear the whispers of the over protective grandparents who had brought the grandkids along. Impatiently, they cautioned them to keep silent, finish their popcorn and focus on the movie.
Instantly, George had a deep inward shock—overwhelmed by the vast expanse of the blue ocean in front of him, with a sole submarine at its centre. It was a scene from a war movie, and from the submarine crew’s stricken faces, George discerned that the submarine had been hit and gone astray in the stormy sea. Lashed relentlessly by the raging sea, its cylindrical body shook violently in all directions. In a state of freefall, it sank deep into the bowels of the agitated ocean. Bubbles rippled upward continuously.
“SS13 where are you?” Over and over again the voice from the radio asked anxiously.
“Calling SS13, are you there?” But the questions remained unanswered and the angry sea displayed indifference for any human suffering. Attempts at communications between the administrative staff on land and the terrified crew continued persistently but unsuccessfully.
Did the SS13 resurface, or did it vanish and rest on the ocean’s bottom? George would never know; he missed the ending. Perhaps the combination of the theatre’s warmth, his hunger and fatigue had weakened George, for he dozed off for the duration of the movie. The shuffling of the other theatre goers as they prepared to leave, and the theatre’s lights, awakened him. George stretched his arms, and watched the movie’s credits roll up in their gold lettering. When the oversized red curtains came together and hid the white screen, he headed towards the exit himself.
The rain had stopped outside and the sun’s rays were struggling to pierce the large clouds. Despite the increased traffic in both directions along Danforth Avenue, the air was refreshing. The sidewalk was bustling with people, and George walked east with an unusual confidence in his steps. Just a few hours ago he had felt tired from his guilt and the gloom over Greece’s recent events. An anxiety had gripped him, which felt as if he had found himself disarmed before an enemy. But now, for some reason, his earlier tenseness had abated. An inexplicable calmness permeated his mind and he sensed an unfolding of his soul. It was comforting, as if he had returned to his house after a very long journey, removed his tight shoes and wore his comfy slippers. At times, George stared downward to avoid any glances of the passersby along Danforth Avenue and he searched for answers that would explain this new and indefinable feeling, this living thing which had stirred inside him.
The more George delved inward, he realized that he empathized with what had happened to his patrida two days ago, but for some strange reason its rawness had dissipated somewhat. The mixture of concern and longing he experienced initially was fading. It almost felt like the thread which bound him to the old country had been cut. Of course the disorderly developments in Greece saddened him, but he had reached an understanding that perhaps he couldn’t change them after all. And he no longer struggled with his conscience.
Yes, George remembered the patrida’s physical beauty and the good times he experienced as a youngster. He enjoyed talking about them with his friends and clients but they were the past. Greece seemed distant and so far away now. This new present was so different from the yesterday, like a gigantic meteor between two worlds. Was that country a piece of land or a dream, a vision? Now, George was no longer conflicted, his sense of separation had changed. It gave him a new feeling of loss, but a new sense of belonging too. Canada had been so kind and inviting.
As George waited at the corner of Danforth and Pape Avenue for the traffic light to change so that he could walk towards Pape’s subway station, he remembered his parents and their enthusiasm for the old country. In a strange way, he perceived that the significance of patrida was taking on new forms, as many forms as the mouths who pronounced the word. To George’s parents this Greek word for homeland came alive from their entire being. It could be found in their manner of dress, their olive skin, deeply furrowed foreheads and calloused hands, and in their passion for Greece’s history and culture. It spread around them like the light and the heat from the sun. Incessantly, George’s dad talked about Greece’s history and heroes, her brilliant sun and its clear blue skies, its open horizons and the vastness of its olive groves. He dreamed of returning to his old country to witness the fog again, that early morning fog which covered the rugged mountains and appeared to have come from the Creator’s hands.
But for George it was different. He, too, had been born in Greece but had lived longer in Canada. It was here in Toronto where he met and married his dear Anna. Most of his memories had been created in this country; it was here where he fulfilled his dreams. He treasured his fate and wanted to look to the future. And he cherished his barbershop. It provided him with a good living, a living that earned him many friends, a living that he wanted to celebrate today. And he would celebrate it! He glanced at his watch; there was still time for him to go home, change and go out with his beloved Anna. They would commemorate his shop’s tenth anniversary and rejoice on his Name-Day, too. Extravagantly!



No Price So High
Past midnight and dark, the grinding rasping street life was at its lowest. Bare and strange, without the oppression of its congested traffic, everything stared and glittered along Toronto’s College Street. Philip Lagis paused as he opened the door of the Olympic Flame Restaurant; his son Teddy stepped out, then Philip locked the door and joined him. They both felt March’s nippy wind on their faces and hands.
Father and son walked slowly towards Teddy’s white Chevy, parked half a block from the Olympic Flame. Philip had made this walk, either by himself or with a member of his family, around the same hour, for more than twenty years. The old man’s heavy gait was the same, his head – with its receding white hairline – sunk a little between the shoulders; the red crease of his neck was visible above the collar of his grey overcoat. Philip’s weary appearance and his seventy years belied his good spirits, and his delightful tiredness which comes from being the proud owner of his beloved restaurant.
At his side, his strapping son Teddy, keys in hand, stepped on the road and walked in front of the car towards the driver’s door. As he was about to open it, the father exclaimed, “Look Teddy; he done it! Sam Stamkos sold his building!” And with a changed low voice, the old man repeated: “My neighbour did it! He lied to me!”
The four red letters on the ‘SOLD’ sign were bold and visible and the sign was displayed high on the large window pane of the shoe store’s main floor. The three-story building was the fifth one east of the Olympic Flame. Philip Lagis and Sam Stamkos knew each other for two decades.
“They must have put the sign up this afternoon,” said Teddy, “it was not there when I pulled up at noon.”
“Yes, you right,” agreed Philip. “One more gone. All our neighbours sell out and we’re alone my son! Last year Joseph Alvarez sold his, early this year, George Ganas! I always believe Sam, my friend would hold out.”
“It’s the children, probably. They always wanted to sell, and I think they brought their father around.”
“Well Teddy, my boy, our whole block gonna go, startin’ from Bathurst Street is done for! All the family businesses, the fine restaurants, shoe stores, clothes and furniture—all go, gobbled up by developers!”
Sombre and silent, Teddy drove east towards Avenue Road and when they reached it, turned left and headed north. The cars far ahead resembled gigantic iron caterpillars as the neon signs pulsed and glowed on their metallic roofs. Close together in rhythmic motions, their bright round eyes illuminated the pavement. Philip stared at their mechanical movements and his heavy heart wanted to forget the ‘SOLD’ sign. If only he hadn’t noticed it; he had to erase it from his mind or else it would be a long, sleepless night for him.
He tried to empty his mind of all thoughts, and before long, his second mind and heart won out, and drifted to the red earth where he was born. How different was this ‘present’ from the ‘past.’ Inside him, was his Canada, and outside, the Greek red earth. He picked a handful and smelled its freshness; years had slipped by but he still marvelled at its rich red colour and he felt it slipping through his fingers just like his memories slipped by at this time. He saw the sea-swept boulders he frequented in his youth, and the white blossoms of the almond trees; the deep red petals of the oleander, and the aroma of oregano leaves reached his nostrils. After a hard day’s work under Greece’s scorching sun, he rested in the shade of a carob tree, closed his eyelids and listened to the incessant chirping of the cicadas.
Philip’s life in those colourful surroundings had a dark vein too. There was the pain and anguish, the scarcity and food shortages, and during and after World War II, the uncertainty, hopelessness and fear. In the stupor that had crept over him now, his departure from Greece flashed before his eyes; and he relived the suffocating bear hug his mother gave him, her sobs rang in his ears, as they had done so many times before; he wiped her tears with his lips and promised to write when he arrived in Toronto. He kept his vow and the most exhilarating act of his life was when he enclosed almost his entire first paycheque in her letter and subsequent letters for the dowries of his two sisters.
Imagine the strange leaps my memory makes, thought old Philip, as his clear vision emerged. It takes me wherever it wants. Or maybe I’m taking my memory, without knowing where, at a place where experiences have stamped my soul. How strange…
“OK, Pop, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Teddy mumbled, as he pulled the Chevy in front of a two-storey brick house on Eglinton Avenue. With his half-closed eyes, the old man appeared to have lost his bearings. “Pop, are you alright?” He gave his dad a light poke in the rib with his elbow. “You OK, Pop, you seem a little dazed, did you nap a little?”
“Oh, yes… fine, I’m fine, my boy. Thank you! We’re here. You go on home now to your dear wife.” Teddy lived with his wife a little north from his dad on Fairlawn Avenue. Philip stepped out of the car and with weary steps, the old man set off for the house. He and his wife Olga shared it with their married older son Peter, who had two boys of his own: Philip Junior aged eleven and little Paul, nine. When he stepped indoors, he heard his wife’s slippers scuffing down the floor.
“Why you no sleep?” Philip asked as he removed his overcoat, hung it in the hall closet and walked into the kitchen.
“What you like? What I get you?” Perched on the edge of the kitchen chair, like a tiny Greek angel, Olga kept her hazel eyes fixed on her husband to make sure he had what he wanted. It was the example her mother had set to her. Tapping the table with his right forefinger, Philip responded, “I need nothing. Please do me favour, go to bed.”
With the evening’s turn of events, old Philip sensed the crack in the dam. His beautiful dream of passing his beloved Olympic Flame to his two, hard-working sons, was about to collapse. Sooner or later he thought real estate agents – with a troubling offer – would be knocking on his door. He craved some time alone now. All he could think about was the folly of real estate speculation, and the ubiquitous ‘for sale’ signs that rose across Toronto in 1989. Prices had reached inflated and irrational levels, not based on any real value of the properties, but simply on the perceived future value that may or may not bear out. Sam Stamkos, Philip’s close friend, had betrayed their implied compact which bound the two of them together. Last Sunday, they had chatted at St. George’s recreational hall and Sam never mentioned anything about selling his property. Perhaps it was shame, thought Philip, which made him speechless. It’s been said that conscience of age, like the conscience of childhood, trembles under faults.



Hard-working, pious, Philip Lagis belonged to that old school of believers who have the wisdom to accept religion and live it in its entirety and under the guidance of St. George’s Greek Orthodox Church. There was not a closer and more faithful family than the Lagis folks. Sunday was special for Philip’s clan. In the morning they attended mass in St. George’s Ekklesia, afterwards they assembled downstairs in the recreational hall for coffee and sweets. A Board trustee, a key fundraiser and reliable donor, old Philip was popular and considered the church’s moving spirit—all the worshippers wanted to shake hands with him. After their socializing, Philip, his two sons and daughters-in-law, his wife Olga and their two grandchildren went for lunch at different Toronto restaurants. In the afternoon, Philip and Olga, the doting Papou and Yiayia, entertained little Philip and Paul by taking them to the movies or the local Eglinton Park. They cherished their title of ‘grandparents’ and spent as much time with the little ones as possible.
The Olympic Flame preoccupied Philip and his family the remaining six days which were long and rolled along one after another, consistent and identical. With their head held high, every family member wore different hats – the cook, the dishwasher, the planner, the cashier, the waiter, the buyer, the busboy – there was no end to the myriad of tasks. They handled the restaurant’s ups and downs with dignity, pride and passion. And with Philip at the helm, their coach and mentor, their days were draining, but colourful; their weeks, fatiguing but fulfilling and their years varied but rewarding.
II
Under a clear sky, the fiery heat of summer had ended, and as old Philip rested on his veranda in the heart of autumn, he sensed a deep feeling of well-being. His two sons, Peter and Teddy took it easy beside him. In low tones the women chatted in the other end of the veranda, and Philip Jr. and little Paul were playing hide and seek around the house. Everyone was enjoying the Sunday afternoon hush. The yellow and orange merigolds cheered up the garden and the peppermint plants, in their earthen containers, reminded the Lagis family that the cold weather had not arrived yet; there was no need to close the doors and bundle up in wool sweaters. The big maples here and there reigned over the warm afternoon, their idly swaying leaves starting to wear their fall colours. The traffic on Eglinton Avenue was light and slow, and the blissful noises of children playing leisurely on the grass across the park could be heard.
Suddenly, a long, black Oldsmobile beeped and broke the serenity of the hour; it parked abruptly in front of the Lagis’ house. The driver remained in the car, while two gentlemen in dark suits got out of the back seat hurriedly and walked toward old Philip. One of them, a heavy set man with dark features, ink black hair and black rimmed glasses, handed a business card to old Philip, who had stood up and descended the veranda’s steps to meet them.
“Are you Mr. Philip Lagis? My name is Steinberg, real estate agent. How are you, sir?” Before old Philip had a chance to reply, Steinberg continued, “my partners and I have a considerable sum of money to invest on College Street. We’re interested in your building, sir and are prepared to make you a generous offer. Please understand that I’m serious and I’ll try to answer all your questions.”
Old Philip took a step closer and his chestnut brown eyes met the visitor’s in a sudden shock of incomprehension. “Miste’, I dono you, I undesten you are serious, but why you no come to my restauran’, why you come to my house on Sunday?”
“I’m truly sorry to encroach upon your family time, Mr. Lagis, I’ve been to your restaurant several times, but you were always so busy every time I stopped by. I wanted to discuss this quietly, with no interruptions…”
“OK, so you don’t wana encroach here and restauran’ busy and so on, etc. So, I neither waste your time, and keep it simple: I no sell my building.”
Steinberg did not seem to have heard or did not want to hear what the old gentleman said. He lighted a cigar, gestured to the old man to join him on a walkabout. He went on as a man who had encountered this kind of resistance often: “I am in a position to give you the best deal, Mr. Lagis, a deal in which the down payment alone would come to quite a sum. This gentleman here, by the way, is my lawyer Mr. Foster, who is ready to explain all the details of the offer to you.”
“Well, nice meet you Mr. Foster, but, again I say, I no sell. As long I live and my sons have their two strong arms and legs, Olympic Flame and the entire building belong to us. Thanks to God and all the Saints all pay for, so we keep it and work as always.”
“Look here, Mr. Lagis, I’m prepared to give you four hundred thousand dollars for your property, so please don’t take a stand on the matter before you hear all the details…”
“You may give what you want, Miste’ Steinberg, but for me same answer. But lemme ask you somethin’ and then maybe you undesten: You have kids?”
“No, sir I’m not married and that’s just fine with me.”
Old Philip puckered his grey eyebrows and his face took on a confounded expression. He lifted his right hand, rubbed the back of his neck and slowly turned to Steinberg’s lawyer, who was standing about three feet behind his client. “How about you, sir, do you got any kids?” The lawyer’s face took on a barricaded look and then it turned to perplexity, as he stammered “I…, yes, I have three.” His bewildered brown eyes met the old questioner and they seemed to be saying, “Please, sir, leave me out of this. I’m only here to answer questions about the real estate deal.”
“OK, then! You know what these three kids have cost you, how many sleepless nights you suffer, and many worries when they got sick. Until they grow up, what stress and how tired you are! But if someone offers you thousands of dollars, would you sell one?” Mr. Foster raised his right hand, parted his lips and tried to answer, but a passion possessed old Philip, his face reddened, he raised both hands and replied for him: “No, you would not! Because together with the tough times, the kids give you joy and pride. Many times you were tired, yes, but also thrilled when they grow up, and the more love and attention you give them, the more they grow and love you…! And they give you so much happiness, because you also take in that they are yours, part of you, your creation, your own child. Now, Miste’ Foster you ask, why I say this to you? Because the Olympic Flame is my child! I suffer the same way to bring it up, as my kids!”
Old Philip turned towards the real estate agent, and with a confused sense of confidence and relief which welled up in his throat and made speech difficult, he uttered, “Miste’ Steinberg…, you may not undesten this, but please, sir no more talk of how much money you pay, because there is no price so high for my child, a member of the family!”
Baffled and irritated, Steinberg knocked the ash from his cigar nervously and studied the old immigrant. Clearly, he had not expected this defiance and wondered, was old Philip sincere, did he merely want to get his goat, or was it a clever strategy of an old country fellow to get a lot more money? He made a contemptuous motion and after staring at the old gentleman for a few seconds longer he blurted: “Alright then, I’m prepared to offer fifty thousand dollars more, but that’s final. And believe me, this amount is much more than your neighbours received. Please don’t say another word now, sir. Think it over with your sons, and when you want to discuss it again, you have my card.” Then, Steinberg threw his cigar, and with quick, huffy steps, he gestured to Mr. Foster to follow him into the car.
III
Six months passed after the two unwelcomed guests left Philip’s house. He never heard from them, and hoped never to see them again. Old Philip was content, and never missed an opportunity, together with his wife, to count their blessings. They enjoyed good health, a united family, many friends, a lot of energy and money. Every Sunday Philip crossed himself and thanked the Lord for his good fortune, before going to bed, he prayed before the icons that hung in their bedroom for continued good health for all the members of his beloved family. He gave money to those involved with good deeds in St. George’s parish, as well as to the needy back in Greece.
Above all, Philip was happy because he had achieved his dearest dream, the dream of owning a restaurant. In Canada, he had become a man of consequence and he cherished his destiny, for he had something to bequeath his sons—they were the future.
But life’s road, like any thoroughfare around us, is never smooth and straight for long; it’s full of bumps, bypasses and detours, and fate has a way of playing havoc with peoples’ lives. Within six months, Philip’s blissful days vanished; he experienced a dark and difficult period of pain and grief. It was as if the black-winged fate rested on Philip’s shoulders, turned his world upside down, and displayed not one sign that the treacherous one had any intention of leaving. His older son Peter died instantly in a horrible, head-on collision with a drunk driver. Death struck Philip’s family three months later when his wife passed away peacefully in her sleep. And as if this was not already brutally unfair for the old gentleman, his second son Teddy was rushed to the hospital and was diagnosed with a brain tumour. The doctors gave him a fifty percent chance of survival.
Old age crept in and engulfed Philip. He could barely walk and his hands trembled. Within a year, he had thickened, coarsened, settled down into the enclosing flesh. The dreadful events broke him physically, dampened his spirits and deadened his hope. It was as if life’s window was closing its shutters in haste, and as much as he tried to recover his hold on reality, weariness overtook him and he couldn’t leave his room. Day in and day out, he lay motionless in bed and grieved within his soul; periodically, he buried his face in his pillow to choke his sobs and listened to the rain pelting the window panes and the roof in a monotonous sound, a despairingly monotonous sound.
Deep within his heart, always in mourning, old Philip’s memories were awakened; when he was alone, it was always the past that preoccupied him. As much as he tried, he couldn’t get away from it; his head buzzed with the rush of his thoughts, and they fled back to the hardships in Greece, working for others, from an early age, for paltry sums. He ploughed the red earth until his every fibre ached; pruned the olive, orange and lemon trees; weeded the maize; harvested the melons, tomatoes and beans from dawn to dusk. And the more he worked, the more his family fought hunger. The terror he endured from the war was especially vivid—he remembered, he sighed and his chest heaved.
Luckily, Philip escaped the old country’s dead-end, and at the age of twenty-six he started another quest in Canada. He recalled the early days in his new country, living in a basement apartment in Toronto’s Cabbagetown. How hard he worked! What a frugal life he lived! From seven in the morning he worked at a hamburger place in downtown Toronto until two in the afternoon and from four until eleven in the evening, he washed dishes at a nearby steakhouse. Every penny went to the bank, except for money for the rent, a measly sum for food and a monthly amount that went to his mother in Greece.
Frequently, he studied his bank balance, and the numbers became a dream and a wish; little by little they turned into a fixed idea to buy his own restaurant. Never losing sight of his dream, he continued to live meagrely, learning to cook and all the ins and outs of the restaurant business. Within five years he had saved seven thousand dollars, enough to purchase his own.
After searching for some time, Philip eventually found the Olympic Flame. During the first month, he gloated with excitement like the child being given his favourite toy. But a year later, he could hardly pay the bills; Philip’s dream turned into despair with the singular lament that he had bought a pig in a poke. He never lost his forbearance, because he couldn’t work for others anymore and returning to Greece after losing seven thousand dollars was not an option.
Unwaveringly, he hung on, worked sixteen-hour days, sometimes sleeping in the restaurant by lining up three chairs together, so that he wouldn’t sleep too comfy and not be able to wake up. The stained apron around his waist was always wet, more with his tears than the dishwater. The hopeless situation turned around when Philip married Olga, his dear wife, whose benevolence and resourcefulness brought Philip his first flush of success. She introduced new items on the menu, like the Greek baklava and other delicacies which she made herself, lowered the prices of all the menu’s items, and together, they rushed to the top of the hill and never looked down.
But now Olga, the woman who had lived in his soul, wasn’t here anymore; his older son had passed away suddenly and his younger son…? There was no one who was able to work the Olympic Flame. Within a short period, Philip’s life had convulsed, hurled him out of his comforts, and flung him in his bed.
He stared at the dusky icons hanging on the wall, one of them depicting the Virgin Mary, holding her infant son, and the other was the image of Christ. Philip questioned them: ‘why you so unjust to me? Why you crush me? Besides our health, did I pray for anything else? I worked hard and deprived myself; my kids had bread on the table, and I helped many others. But you demolished my dream. Why?’ But his resentment abated and he had to learn to bow to the inevitability, as the working of Providence, which sets the machinery of the world in action, and with which we can only cooperate by moving and setting other wheels in motion.
Heavy and ominous like a thundercloud, the fatal day came. The old man’s glance fell across the wooden bureau to his left; in its top drawer was Steinberg’s card. There was no other way. There was no other solution, it was a painful one, but he had to do it! He had to call him. As he mustered all his strength to turn his weak and painful limbs, he heard a light knock on the door, and then a soft voice, “Papou, it’s us Philip Junior and Paul, can we come in?”
“My little Philip, Paul, of course you can come in! Why you ask? Come!” The old man stretched both his thin, veined hands to embrace the youngsters, aged thirteen and eleven now. They approached his bed in hesitating, hushed steps, the kind of steps that denote illness in the house. “Welcome, my good grandkids, what a pleasant surprise! How nice, my two lads visit me!”
“Papou, we want to ask you something?”
“Ask me then, feel free! What is it?”
“Can we work in the Olympic Flame when we grow up, just like our Daddy and you and our uncle Teddy. Will you let us?”
Taken aback, the old man turned on them a glance of wonder with a tinge of triumph; then, he pulled them closer to him on the bed and hugged them tightly. Old Philip shut his eyes and kissed them on their heads repeatedly, and when he lifted his face with swimming eyes, a soft strip of light, which broke through the parted curtains, illuminated his features. And the old man’s glow was one more testimony to life’s untiring renewals, and nature’s secret of drawing hope from calamity.



The Missing Cross
Down on all fours, Penelope Lekas searched under the bed for little Pete’s missing baptismal cross. Dressed for midnight mass on Holy Thursday, the mother of three, a tall woman with fair features and auburn hair, lifted the rug beside the bed, and peeked behind the dresser. Nothing. Perplexed, Penelope could not understand where the eighteen karat gold cross had disappeared, a cross purchased in Greece by her son’s Godfather. She raised herself up and opened the cross’s little blue box again where it was kept in the top drawer of Pete’s dresser. Only the chain was there, not the cross itself; a mati, a blue stone, with a black eye in the centre to ward off the evil eye, malice and jealousy, was also there. But where was the cross?
Penelope pillowed her hands on the dresser and rested her head. A sense of unease compounded her bewilderment. She wondered about the timing of this complication, just as her entire family, including her eighty-year old mother were about to depart for the holy service in St. Irene, the Greek Orthodox Church in Toronto’s Greektown. What sort of a sign was this? Penelope believed deeply in God and all his saints, but she also accepted the influence of fate and the importance of warding off evil spirits. She called Pete upstairs.
“I know you were wearing your cross on Palm Sunday, dear, just five days ago,” she said in an apprehensive tone, “where is it now?” Eight-year-old Pete, whose suit was a bit tight on him, had rushed upstairs, flushed and speechless. “Well, young man, do I have to repeat myself?”
“I really don’t know, Mamma.” Penelope tilted her head up, placed her hand on her forehead, and closed her eyes momentarily. A dull pallor, betraying inner agitation, covered her face, and she heaved a sigh. She called to the younger daughter downstairs, “Eva, have you been meddling in Pete’s room?”
“I swear Mamma, I’ve not been in his room,” answered the little girl from downstairs. Eva worried Penelope; she found her a highly strung child who picked on her little brother relentlessly. She had mentioned to her mother Irene that little Eva was becoming a handful, whereas the oldest daughter Maria was an agreeable child and the perfect helper every day.
“No need to swear tonight; it’s Holy Thursday, child.” Then, Penelope took hold of her son’s hand and with the other, she switched off the light.
“Come along dear, there’s nothing we can do about this tonight; we’ll look for it tomorrow. Daylight may help.”
Descending the wooden stairs, Penelope noticed the two girls with their dear yiayia in the foyer. In their dark skirts, white tops and patent shoes, the two girls – ten-year-old Eva and Maria at twelve – were eye-catching; they looked like twins in their shoulder length chestnut hair, white hairpins and gold crosses. Their yiayia wore her dark suit, which accentuated her snow-white hair, but she did not look her eighty years. While Maria was standing beside her yiayia, Eva had snuggled into her grandmother’s embrace, perhaps seeking support, lest her mother asked further questions. But Penelope had only an accusatory look for her mother: there you go again, mother, defending Eva and encouraging her willful manner.
The old lady’s plaintive grey eyes imparted a plea: not tonight dear. There couldn’t possibly be an argument with her daughter tonight. She wondered why Penelope was so down on Eva. Perhaps it was time she spoke her mind to her daughter about the way she was treating the child; but it was Easter, the most sacred annual holiday, the old lady had fasted for almost forty days, and she had confessed last week in preparation for her holy communion.
In the silent strain, Penelope missed her husband Gus. Where…? Just as she was about to call him, they all heard, “Oh, no! Mahavolich hit the goal post!” It was Foster Hewitt’s dramatic play-by-play of a hockey game between the Toronto Maple Leafs and the Chicago Black Hawks. Penelope peeked in the den and noticed Gus, a tall strapping man in a dark suit and white shirt, kneeling with his ear glued to the radio. All three children rushed in and asked in one breathless voice, “What’s the score, Daddy? Who’s winning? Before Gus could answer, Penelope raised her right hand indicating an end to their questions. “Please, children put on your jackets; we’re already late. You’ll find out who won tomorrow.” There was a mixture of indignation and hopelessness in her voice. The children darted out of the room.
“Really, Gus. Given the late hour, is this game so important to you on this holy night? We’re all dressed and ready for church…”
“I’m ready too,” answered Gus with a tinge of embarrassment in his voice. He lowered his green eyes, switched off the radio, reached for his keys and dashed outside to start his blue Chevrolet.
A horribly dark evening greeted the entire family as they stepped onto the veranda. Not a soul walked on the drenched pavement and the road was empty. The wind had picked up and its gust had a spine-chilling effect. Flashes of lightening lit up Saint Clements Avenue, making bleak silhouettes of the trees lining the livid orange background. Large drops of rain came down rapidly. “This looks more like the beginning of January, rather than spring, mother.”
“Yes, it does, my dear,” the old lady answered, disheartened.
“Perhaps we should wait until this rainfall ends. What do you think?” An awful chill went through Penelope’s body. With her motherly instincts, she pulled the children close to her, their little bodies trembling.
“I don’t know, my child. It does appear treacherous for driving, but Gus would know best…”
“What would I know?” asked Gus as he quickly returned to assist Irene along the garden path and help her in the car.
“I was just wondering whether we should wait a little while for this…”
“No, this April shower will end soon. We’ll be fine.”
II
Serious and silent, everyone watched the weather apprehensively; the car’s wipers vigorously clearing the downpour on the front window. While the driving consumed Gus, yiayia sat glumly in the back seat with the three dispirited youngsters. Penelope sat beside her husband, tired, somewhat confused and distracted. A vague restlessness had taken possession of her, and she contemplated: Was it just the bad weather which accounted for the morose passengers? Occasionally, she glanced stealthily at her husband and wondered whether she had been fair to him today, if not throughout this Holy Week. It wasn’t just her displeasure with his passion for the hockey game. Earlier when he came home from work and the sweet aroma of the buttered vanilla cookies wafted from her kitchen, infusing the entire house and the neighbours’ houses and beyond, Gus rushed in and headed towards the cookie tray in the dining room. “Mmm, mmm! What have you been up to today? The aroma is irresistible; I just have to taste one of these.” Gus licked his lips under the fringy dark mustache.
“Welcome,” said Penelope as she walked towards him. “I’m glad you find our cookies enticing, but you’ll have to wait for Easter Sunday to taste them.”
“Oh, is it the fasting practice, off the meat and dairy products?”
“Come on, Gus, two more days, you can handle it.”
“Can’t you just sneak a couple for me without your mother and the kids seeing them?” He slipped his large right hand around his wife’s waist.
“Clever idea, but you’ll have to wait like the rest of us.”
Now, Penelope had second thoughts about this incident. And the more she looked at her beloved husband driving so carefully, she thought about the cookies, and a lump ascended in her throat. This man had never denied her anything. He never opposed any of her wishes, nor did he restrict her individuality in any way. His love for her took the form of making her happy. In their fourteen years of marriage, she lived it daily. Would it have shaken their Orthodox faith if she had allowed her husband one cookie? And besides, the Christian practice of fasting, however beneficial, is not the aim of Christian life. Why all the fuss regarding the tasting of a cookie? And had she not taken a completely different stand with her mother regarding fasting? She recalled the moment earlier in the day when she had removed the last batch of cookies from the oven. “Ah, what a lovely golden colour, mother, I wish you’d try some of these cookies, they look so delicious, and please, please have something more substantial also, like cheese and eggs; you have fasted long enough and you had your communion yesterday.”
“No dear I’ll taste them on Easter Sunday.”
Penelope did not argue with her mother. Was she too tired to put her foot down and make the old lady eat something or did she agree with her? She did not know. Nor did she know why she assumed Eva was the one who had something to do with Pete’s missing cross. Perhaps she had not been fair to the child, after all.
The car’s windows were misty, but Penelope discerned the low, dark sky and the branches of the tall trees, on both sides of the road, yielding to the strong winds. No one walked on the sidewalk, and the wet pavement glistened in the darkness. Everything appeared gloomy, so gloomy that it forced Penelope to look back at her earlier life with nostalgia. And the more she scanned her whole past in memory, an anxiety oppressed her mind. She closed her eyes and all at once a light’s glow slowly intensified and transformed everything around her. Nature was decorated with the white and pink blossoms of the almond trees, and mimosas bursting into bloom; the earth smelled of chamomile, lemon blossoms, and laurel; red poppies encircled Penelope; and the balmy breeze warmed every pore in her skin. It was as if she, too, was a part of that whole, perhaps a small pebble of Greece’s earth.
As much as Penelope recreated the blissful sunshine and the blessedness which it spread around her, she could only reflect on it from afar. The rain drops pounding the car’s roof were intense, its windows were still blurred; the dampness pierced Penelope’s limbs and her entire body trembled. The children in the back seat huddled against their yiayia. The tears rolling down Penelope’s cheeks were warm and for a brief moment her thoughts vanished. She couldn’t nail them to anything. What accounted for this secret sorrow which burdened her heart? Had she lost her courage to face the fact that she was in a different country?
For now, she was certain of one thing: This was Holy Week, and true to her Greek heritage, Penelope wanted to observe all the Orthodox practices – prayer, fasting and vigils – associated with Greek Easter. These sacred practices bonded the generations together, and they mattered deeply to her. Together with her spirited mother, she had worked so hard to bake the traditional koulourakia (butter twist cookies) and tsoureki (Easter bread), to ensure everything went smoothly, right up to the celebratory Easter Sunday.
But even to a faithful soul like Penelope, the aim was daunting. As much as she applied herself physically and creatively, she was sadly coming to the realization that it’s not possible to uphold all the Easter traditions in their entirety here in Toronto. And as much as she was reluctant to admit it, she had begun to grasp this reality during the last two weeks. A seamstress, who worked at Eaton’s alteration department, it was with a sense of trepidation when Penelope approached her manager for permission to take Thursday, Friday and Saturday off to prepare for the Easter celebrations. The three-day leave she requested was the week’s busiest for Eaton’s, Toronto’s famous department store. She feared for her job. The resistance from her children when it came time to change their school schedules and other activities to accommodate the religious holiday was distressing for her and the entire family. Her husband had to beg some of his colleagues to swap his day off at Molson’s Brewery. Deeply rooted in their new environment, all the members of her family had broadened their horizons now, and there was no turning back.
Surrounded by her loved ones in the car now, Penelope felt alone. Guilt, coupled with regret, bordering on shame washed over her. And the more she thought of the day’s events, including the missing cross just a few minutes ago, she felt an inexplicable heaviness in her heart. A sense of loss added to her loneliness, because although she was physically in the heart of Toronto, her soul and heart were tied to a faraway country, a land where the Easter celebrations of long ago were completely different from today’s time and place.
A host of heart-rendering thoughts went racing through her mind, and as soon as she tried to express one, another would immediately thrust it out of focus. Then, she lost her thoughts entirely and in her pursuit she crossed the Atlantic. Familiar images – lovely colours and scents – dear to her were taking shape. She ran in the colourful fields with so many other children on Palm Sunday, and her father helped her tighten the grip on the string, as the wind carried her red kite even higher. With both hands Penelope held on to the soaring kite, and she dug in her heels, dragging the soil in straight lines.
The morning of Good Friday was a highlight for young Penelope as she attended church with her sisters, mother and grandmother. When the priest took down Christ’s icon from the cross, wrapped it in linen and placed it in the great casket, she enjoyed decorating, along with the others, the casket with flowers symbolizing Christ’s tomb. Then, that evening the sepulchre was carried through the town, with the priest leading the procession, and everyone lamented Christ’s death. It was a solemn occasion. But its poignancy heightened the congregation’s holiday spirit because the night glittered outdoors and the motionless air was redolent of spring and festivity. Late in the evening on Holy Saturday, everyone flocked to church carrying with them unlit candles, the lambades. At midnight, when the priest chanted Christ’s resurrection Christos Anesti, everyone lighted their candles with the Holy Flame, embraced and kissed each other and asked for forgiveness. Then the impressive fireworks lit up the sky to commemorate the joy of the Resurrection. After this, everyone went home for the traditional meal.
It was Easter Sunday though, which delighted young and old alike, but especially the young, when the aroma of the lambs roasting on the spit wafted everywhere. Bright and early the grills were red hot and the spits turned the customary main attraction, the whole lamb, representing the Lamb of God. With her siblings, relatives and friends, Penelope gathered around, carved mouthwatering chunks directly off the spit and devoured them. All kinds of drinks flowed freely with the traditional meal and the dancing afterwards continued into the streets well into the night.
III
Inside the car, Penelope shuddered with the images of her youth in the Greek countryside. Her eyes were dry, and at times she felt them fixed in the void, in the past which rolled in her veins. The long yarn of her memory placed her into a lonely, pensive state, and when her eyes clouded over again, she buried her face into her hands.
The car’s sudden jerk brought her back home, and as Gus moved the gear shift in the ‘parking’ position, he announced with a hint of pride, “Well, we made it and the rain has stopped.” When no one commented, he turned to Penelope and asked, “You OK?”
“I’m fine, thanks, let’s get going.”
“You sure? Your eyes are bloodshot.”
“Yes, truly. All’s well. Please look after the children and I’ll walk with mother. Thank God we don’t need these umbrellas now.”
Gus held the Ekklesia’s oversized oak door and the Lekas family stepped into the foyer. The golden pews were packed, and the familiar fragrance of incense and the burning candles warmed their hearts. The bright iconography and the brilliant chandeliers enchanted their eyes. The cantor’s chanting inspired their souls and filled them with the beauty of contemplation. Penelope unfastened her coat and walked reverently in the familiar holy site. When she lighted her candle, it flickered and dimmed slowly. She waited. Just as the candle’s flame was about to go out, it reversed course, its brightness gradually grew in strength; the flame stopped wavering completely and stood erect resembling the shape of a cypress tree. Along the row of the lighted candles, Penelope planted her own—golden, warm and full of life, all the candles stood unswervingly, one after the other like the days in front of her. It was comforting.
Briefly, she glimpsed the next row of candles, the shorter ones, which were snuffed out, cold and melted; some were still smoky—all formed one sad line of life past. Instinctively, Penelope looked away from this row. The lighted candles attracted her; she fixed her glance on their glow. At that moment, she sensed a tug at her coat. It was little Eva with pleading and anxious eyes, motioning her mother to help her light her own candle. Penelope’s motherly instincts overpowered her; she lifted her daughter and they lighted the candle together. At that moment Penelope wrapped her arms around the little girl’s frame and whispered in her ear: “I love you so much, my darling. Don’t worry about Pete’s missing cross; it’s bound to be around the house somewhere. Tomorrow… tomorrow we’ll look for it together.”



Misplaced Duty
When Peter Pappas stole the funds from the Hellenic Humanitarian Fund, commonly called the “Fund,” the scandal disgraced his entire family; it consumed the parish of the St. Paul Greek Orthodox Church in Toronto and changed it forever. Pappas confessed to taking the money, an act which surprised every member of the congregation, but the details as to why he did it were sketchy.
In the beginning, the worshippers and the Fund’s committee spoke compassionately of young Peter. They remembered the altar boy who volunteered tirelessly to ensure the success of every church event; as the Fund’s treasurer, he had always produced sound reports. And given their favourable impression, it was all the more difficult for them to comprehend why Peter compromised his position.
Eventually, the more the crime was discussed, the parishioners’ merciful attitude hardened. The chitchat within the church turned cruel and in due course, the gossip mill spared no one. The deeds of every member of the Pappas family were scrutinized by Peter’s shameful act. Some recalled the young man’s late father who had been charged with tax evasion, and his father before him was a gambler. Others talked about the uncle who had been accused of wife abuse, not to mention the sister who had married a good-for-nothing rake. Yes, the entire present and previous Pappas clan was shaken up.
When the rumours spread to other parishes within Toronto’s Greek Community, the Fund’s committee members called a meeting in a desperate attempt to see what could be done to bring an end to the unpleasant business. One by one, the twelve members climbed the steep oak staircase of St. Paul and entered the board room on the second floor. The dimly lit room had a dark oak table, centered evenly on a heavy crimson carpet, and glass-enclosed displays. Miniature statues and other articrafts decorated its walls. Around the big table, the simple, hard-working men who made up the committee had come from all over Greece, from the slopes of Mt. Olympus to the shores of Crete and Cyprus. Their callous hands showed the crushing labour they had endured as seamen, who battled the rough seas, scrubbed decks, and mended sails; as farmers who had ploughed hard fields, dug around the citrus trees, and pruned the vines. Their dark, weather-beaten faces reflected Greece’s blistering hot sun and its raging north winds.
The conversation at the meeting started off in a loud and heated manner. After much debate and soul-searching, some members proposed that the committee should collect enough money for Peter’s airfare back to Greece for about six months until the entire scandal blew over. Specifically, young Pappas was to go to Molae, a city about forty kilometers south of Sparti in the south-eastern part of the Peloponnese peninsula. The money Pappas had stolen was intended to buy an ambulance for that city’s hospital. They hoped that if the lad saw in person the need for the ambulance there, he would be much more contrite. Almost everyone agreed. And that’s how the entire matter would have been solved, if an important figure had not complicated the plan, and created a delicate situation.
Father John, the priest of St. Paul was chairman of the Fund’s committee. An exceptional man, with a short frame and a dark face, he had a bristly beard and bulging eyes which gave him a severe expression. He rarely spoke, except to command or criticize. Father John felt that Peter Pappas should be prosecuted and he took it upon himself to persuade the rest of the committee that it had no other choice but to report the incident to Toronto’s police.
As God-fearing men, the committee members had never questioned the decisions and judgements of Father John. Religion was not just a matter of faith, but their daily life, their culture and heritage—and the priest’s opinion was God’s word. But they were also men with integrity, compassion and values, and the idea of young Pappas being turned over to Toronto’s police did not sit well with them. One after another they expressed their views. “The poor lad!” “He’s terribly sorry now.” “He deserves another chance, Father.”
“But my fellow Christians, young Peter committed a crime,” Father John snapped. “We have laws in Canada which must be obeyed, and those who break them must be punished.”
“Perhaps you’re right, Father,” old Nicholas Bailis replied, who was the Fund’s vice chairman and acted as the spokesperson for the committee. Tanned, with a vigorous countenance, he had thick snow-white hair and below his silver eye-brows, blue childlike eyes. His lips bore a fixed smile, spared by the storms of seventy years. “Perhaps, indeed, Father; the young man did make a terrible mistake, but shouldn’t we forgive the poor sinner? Shouldn’t we offer our hand to this fallen person, who is a pitiful sight? Is it wise to give him another blow just when he needs us the most? And besides, why should his poor mother suffer, yes, his poor mother, a widow, who slaves from morning till night at the Embassy Cleaners to put food on the table?”
“Yes, indeed, Father! The woman works her fingers to the bone, week in and week out,” old Alexander, the Fund’s secretary, corroborated.
“Maybe she does work hard, but she obviously failed to instruct her offspring; she should have taught young Peter the Ten Commandments, and instilled God’s teachings in him,” the priest retorted.
“Perhaps that’s true,” Nicholas agreed, “I can’t argue with you there, Father, but why bring pain on the boy’s uncle, Philip—the poor man who works twelve and fourteen hours a day at the family’s restaurant?”
“Or his cousin, George?” old Gregory, the Fund’s senior fundraiser, asked.
“Yes, poor George, you know, the one who walked for miles to collect funds for the establishment of our church,” old Basil, another key fundraiser, agreed.
“Please, Father, you must see, Nicholas continued. “We cannot embarrass the rest of the family and bring it trouble. You cannot argue against us.”
“Can’t I?” Father John grew cross. “What are you all talking about? What does this business have to do with the rest of young Peter’s family, please tell me that?” He crossed himself in a nervous manner. Clearly, he had not expected this resistance; he fixed his eyes on them and a scowl formed on his face.
“Now, Father, we don’t want any bad feelings here; you know we don’t want a quarrel. Let’s all try to discuss this matter peacefully. Let’s not think of the young man and his entire family, but let’s think of our parish or for that matter, the entire Greek community. You must see Father that we want to go about our business holding our heads high. And how would it sound to our children and our community members if they heard on CBC Radio or read in the Toronto Star that ‘so and so in the Greek Community was charged for stealing?’”
Father John crossed himself again and appeared puzzled by the committee’s determination. His eyes flashed angrily and red spots surfaced on his temples. As he stood before them dumb with emotion, he failed to notice the profound humanity of these men, who understood just how much of a good comes from love and goodness in this world. They had seen life’s great things and had lasting memories of pain, the kind that pierces the mind. Having lived under oppression and occupation, they knew about death, hunger, fear, thirst and deprivation. They lived with the unwritten code that the suffering, misfortune, and yes, the shame of their friends and neighbours were also theirs. And for this reason, they couldn’t turn their back on young Peter’s misconduct.
“Look, Nicholas Bailis and the rest of you, I don’t want any trouble either, but you listen to me and listen well. This is not about our community, nor is it resentment against young Pappas. This is all about my duty, and believe me, I know my duty and I’ll execute it despite all of you!” shouted Father John.
“Your duty is to lead people to God’s bosom, and you’ve done the opposite, Father.”
Father John sprang to his feet and rushed towards the door of the meeting room, turned back, frowned at them and stormed off. In his passion, as he scuttled down the stairs, he saw an image of Peter Pappas and thought of how he disliked the lad. Yes, he had a grudge against him. He remembered that, unlike the other altar boys, young Pappas refused to kiss his hand as a sign of deference for his spiritual leader; and, come to think of it, he didn’t come to church all that often. And when he did come, he always asked the most difficult questions. The priest found everything about the lad abnormal; with his long hair, he appeared to be a typical chap one would notice in Toronto’s Yorkville area, perhaps California’s beaches, but definitely not in his church.
Upstairs the committee members remained at a loss. They feared Father John’s position and threat. They knew him as a stubborn man who raised every trifle to the level of a problem, who attacked the wayward ways of youth with their long hair, loud music and short skirts. They recalled his biting tongue and mercurial position regarding politics, a topic he always managed to incorporate into his sermons.
“Why just this past Sunday he praised Prime Minister Trudeau’s decision in sending troops into Quebec; he called it a courageous act to keep Canada united,” recalled Basil.
“But two weeks ago he attacked Trudeau’s government, claiming its wayward spending and its deficits were ruining this blessed country,” Alexander said. No, they all agreed that Father John was fickle and they couldn’t oppose him openly; but on the other hand, they wanted to save the young man and avoid a scandal. Oh, what a dilemma!
After a number of thoughtful suggestions, they agreed to create a sub-committee that would canvass the parishioners for contributions to recoup the money that young Pappas had stolen. This would end the messy business.
II
Within days, Nicholas reported happily that they had collected more than the stolen sum. What remained was to arrange a meeting with Father John next Sunday and tell him that there was no need for bad feelings anymore. In the name of God they’ll forget their misunderstanding and the whole episode would be over.
Unbeknownst to them, however, Father John had a plan of his own for Sunday’s service. It was mid-January and besides a minus ten degrees temperature, the snow fell heavily everywhere Sunday morning. Father John parked his silver Cadillac in his designated spot, entered the church and greeted the old Sexton who limped forcefully, lightening the candelabras before the icons. He then turned on the chandeliers. And members of the congregation started coming, some older women brought a Prosforon, the offering bread the priest would use in making communion; others brought plates of Kolyva, the boiled wheat garnished with raisins and almonds, a reminder that the dead would rise again as the wheat, buried in the earth sprouts out and bears fruit.
Despite the cold weather, one by one the members of the congregation came and filled the oak pews, a full turnout. Their faces reflected Greece’s geographic diversity, which quite often created petty tug wars—just like in antiquity when the country was divided into a myriad collection of city states, usually on bad terms with each other. They had come to Canada from the north-west highlands, with its heavy rainfall and the open rolling plains of Macedonia and Thessaly; from the great provincial cities of Thessaloniki and Volos; from islands like Samos, Lesbos, Lemnos, Corfu and Samothrace; and from the great diversity of the central and southern mainland itself; from the bustling cosmopolitan city of Patra, business-oriented and westernized; to the peaceful towns of the southern Peloponnese, like Kalamata and Gythion. And there were Greeks from so many foreign parts: the Black Sea coast, children and grandchildren of those the Turks expelled from Smyrna—all a people of extraordinary richness and diversity. But when they assembled within this church, and the glittering light from the chandeliers and the golden candles shone on their faces, amidst the colourful icons, the liturgical sounds and wafts of incense, they were one group of people with one faith – all Greeks, Christians and Orthodox – heirs to a cultural tradition of vast antiquity and of the long twilight of Byzantium. Yes, their faith, bequeathed to them by the life and death of others, united them.
“Blessed is our God, always now and forever…” In his brocaded, scarlet vestments, Father John appeared at the Royal Gate of the Sanctuary, the portal decorated with the icon of Christ as shepherd, and started Mass. Throughout the morning’s service, he asked the congregation to pray for the welfare of the poor, for an end to the Vietnam War, for the starving children of Biafra and for the general wellbeing of Canada.
When he started his sermon, he could not resist the temptation to raise the subject of young Pappas’ scandal (in fact he had spent quite some time drafting his sermon the night before). He spoke for twenty minutes on theft, and condemned it as a sin and a crime that should be punished according to Canada’s laws. Drops of sweat glistened on Father John’s forehead. “…I’ve told you my fellow Christians and I’m telling you once again: What you sowed, you shall reap. You are the parents, instruct your children, instill the fear of God in them.” He said the young man’s action should not be excused. His words hurt the Pappas family and its friends; his anger and persistence shocked the congregation.
After Mass, Nicholas Bailis and the other members of the Fund’s executive committee stormed into the priest’s office. “Father, we want a word with you,” said Nicholas appealingly. “You went a bit too far this morning, you not only offended the entire Pappas family, you embarrased all of us. Your obstinacy knows no bounds, sir, you have angered us all.”
Father John, who wore his black cassock now, sprang from his leather black chair, and walked around his desk; he folded his hands behind his back and paced the floor furiously, stopped suddenly and shouted. “Look here, for years I have preached on the importance of morality, justice and decency and all you’re concerned about is your embarrasment. You want to protect a rascal and a thief. Isn’t that what you want to do?” anger surged within the priest, his entire face reddened and his head trembled.
“Yes, of course we want to support young Pappas, Father, but that’s not all. We also want to shield St. Paul, our Ekklesia—our church, the household of God and the foundation of truth. It’s first and foremost a family of believers, where the love of God and brotherly love prevail. The faithful who came to worship this morning, our brothers, possess true feelings of togetherness, of close family and relationship. Our church serves their religious as well as spiritual and social needs. That’s why our Greek Orthodox brothers flocked here this morning; they wanted to reach out for something holy…”
“It’s obvious you people do not understand me,” retorted Father John, “and I cannot communicate with any of you. Our positions on this matter are too far apart.”
“But Father we also wanted to inform you that we collected the money, in fact far more than what young Pappas took, everything has been repaid!” Nicholas continued.
“So you have the money, but unless the young thief has his day in court, how will he learn his lesson? How do we make sure that he does not repeat this offense? Oh, what’s the use; let’s not continue this conversation any longer.” Indeed, it got under his skin to see these folks indulge in insubordination. He rushed out of his office.
In disbelief, the men looked at each other and some scratched their heads.
“He’s as hard as iron,” Alexander said.
“A bully,” Basil added.
“What’s to be done?” Gregory asked.
“We’ve tried everything, boys,” old Nicholas responded. “In all the years we’ve known Father John do any of you remember him having changed his mind on anything?”
“Why don’t we form a delegation and appeal to Bishop Constantinos? He’s reasonable, he’ll see our point of view,” Alexander said.
“Indeed, his Grace has a big heart, and he just may be supportive,” Gregory added.
“It may be worthwhile to appeal to a higher authority,” agreed Nicholas. If you’re all in agreement, I’ll arrange an appointment with his secretary and we can drive up to the Diocese.
III
It was minus four degrees in north Toronto and the sky overcast, as the black Chevrolet sped north on Yonge Street, passed Eglinton Avenue, then Lawrence Avenue with the four-men delegation.
“Nicholas, I think you may want to signal and turn right at the upcoming traffic lights…” old Alexander said.
“Yes, you’re right, I see it.”
He parked in front of a white stucco building, the Greek Orthodox Diocese, with its stained glass windows, and evenly trimmed hedge all around the property. All four men swelled with pride as they stepped onto its limestone veranda surrounded by black railing. A tall young priest answered the doorbell and as he led them through a long hallway towards the Bishop’s office, they marvelled at the gold oak floor. The living room’s open door revealed the blue satin curtains, the rosewood furniture and floral carpet—everything about the place was alive with memories for the delegates. Oh, this was their special house! Not just because it housed the Bishop’s office, and not because it had been erected from the hard-earned nickels and dimes of the Greek immigrants. No, there was more to this house, for every inch of it had been constructed with love, and it had a piece of all the Greek Orthodox parishioners’ hearts. Its foundation was solidified with the tears and deep sighs of the faithful; its beams were held together by their sweat, and back-breaking pain; and its well-built roof was strengthened with their patience and care to withstand the heavy snow.
One by one the delegates stepped into the Bishop’s office; his Grace was enjoying the serenity of the hour and all the privileges that came with his position. They bowed to him and kissed his hand in deference.
“May Christ’s blessing be upon you all; shall I send for something?” he asked in a polite, dispassionate tone of an official.
“Oh, no, no your Grace, we’re only here for a few minutes,” replied Nicholas.
“Well then, my good Christians, let’s get started, because shortly I have to leave for a fundraising event organized by the Ladies Auxilliary of St. George,” and his hands rested on The Economist on top of his desk.
As Nicholas spoke, his eyes were still bright like two clean mirrors without any stains; they projected purity in his soul. His Grace, a tall, well-nourished figure, who carried his sixty years well, scrutinized them with his small eyes. He made an impatient movement and his weary look turned to perplexity; he found this an altogether unpleasant and tedious business. The visitors gazed in awe at the room’s furnishings and ornaments. They were drawn to the dusky, wooden icon, the one with the Virgin Mary holding her infant son, and the large one depicting St. George slaying the dragon, which was embossed in silver. They were impressed with the red and black cloth-bound tomes with the gilded letters resting on the oak shelves. There was a shrine in the right corner of the room, with a cluster of saints on the wall and a crystal bowl filled with oil hanging from the ceiling; a lighted flat candle floated in the centre of the bowl, its amber flame sputtering tiny sparks. To the visitors, the dimness, the images of the saints and the shrine transformed the room into a sanctuary. They recalled the Sunday Masses and the ringing of church bells in their towns in Greece; they remembered the hymns they used to sing as choir boys, the days of Lent and the procession of the Holy Sepulchre.
When Nicholas finished relaying the scandal involving young Pappas, the Bishop fixed his dark eyes on his visitors and said in a low, and measured tone, “I assume my good Christians that you’ve discussed this affair with Father John?”
“Oh, of course, your Grace,” replied Nicholas.
“And what is his position?”
“Well, your Grace it’s like this…he, Father John, thinks this is strictly a legal matter and wants us to turn it over to the Canadian law,” replied Nicholas.
“And you don’t agree this is a matter for the law, Bailis? Do we not have clear and reasonable laws in this country?” asked the Bishop with a tinge of impatience.
“Oh, yes, of course but the law, well the law only represents…you know…wordly rights, it can’t go beyond…”
“Can’t go beyond? Explain yourself Bailis,” said the Bishop; his eyes met Nicholas but they did not connect.
“The inner…, the human instinct, your Grace, you know the compassion. The obligation and force that love creates: to love and be loved. Young Pappas needs love and understanding from all of us now; soul is more bruisable than flesh, and the young lad is wounded in every fibre of his spirit. Society’s law won’t help the poor boy…why he may end up in jail if we turn him over to the courts…”
“And what do you propose we do, Bailis, just bury everything under the carpet and pretend the lad committed no crime? Shouldn’t he be taught something for this crime, even if it lands him in jail?”
“Please, your Grace, this boy cannot go to jail; it’s such a soul-destroying place, his heart will harden…”
The Bishop fretted, fixed his fiery eyes on the delegation, and his whole conscious effort centered in the act of dominating his guests’ will. And he succeeded. In a low, calm admonishing tone he said, “My good Christians, let’s be the model Canadian citizens this country expects of us, let’s observe its laws and let justice take its course.” On hearing this, the delegates felt their presence was burdensome and out of place. The Bishop’s position seemed to be closing in on them, obscuring the light, and cutting off the air. They rose with a vague sense that the end had come. Yes, they were not welcome! Their host was an important and busy man; someone who was perhaps more at ease with big businessmen, real estate agents and politicians. Nicholas Bailis thanked him for having received them and the group said their farewells. With heads bowed, they walked with weary steps toward the front door. As they stepped out on the sidewalk, the air was raw, gentle soft snow fell like regret; they turned up the collars of their coats and entered Bailis’ Chevrolet pensively. He turned on the ignition, stepped on the pedal and drove south on Yonge Street.
“After all our appeals and the wishes of the entire congregation, we’ve not had any success with this, gentlemen,” Nicholas said.
“Yes, I agree, it feels like we’ve hit a wall of moral blindness,” added Alexander. “Why is it so hard for some to overlook and forgive the young man’s misfortune? ‘Forgive and show mercy,’ didn’t we learn this as youngsters in the old country?”
“Oh, let Father John and his superior report young Pappas,” snapped Basil, “let’s take the boy under our wing and guide him.”
“Of course we’ll guide him, he’s a man of God,” replied Nicholas, “but in the meantime, I propose that we collect character letters, you know, get some professionals in our community to write a few kind words for the boy, so we can show the judge.”
“Great idea,” responded Basil, “my son just graduated from the University of Toronto as a chartered accountant, he’ll be glad to draft some letters.”
“Good. And my daughter who’s a lawyer will give us additional letters and will tell us how to proceed with the whole thing,” Nicholas said.
IV
Young Peter Pappas did have his day in court, and was sentenced to serve three months in jail. But because it was his first offense, and so many good reference letters were submitted on his behalf, the judge ordered him to do community work for six months. Later, Nicholas Bailis and his group paid for Peter’s education and he obtained his business degree with honours from Wilfrid Laurier University. Eventually, he became the leading fundraiser within the Greek community and helped to establish more churches.
His ardent supporters did not forget the whole episode though, and neither did the entire congregation. The membership dues and the contributions to St. Paul Church declined sharply. More and more of its members flocked to other Greek Orthodox churches for their weddings and christenings. And those who had money to spend on Memorial Services or Feast Day celebrations frequented other churches. To confess and take communion, many attended other parishes miles away.
As the congregation of St. Paul dwindled, the church’s coffers depleted. Father John was crushed to see his worshippers abandon him, and everyone wondered whether he’d have his day of reckoning when they heard that Bishop Constantinos summoned the priest to the Diocese. To the amazement of the St. Paul faithful though, Father John was not demoted or dismissed as they anticipated. Instead, His Grace felt that Father John’s patience had been tried with the entire scandal. Indeed, the priest had paid his dues. Within six months, the Bishop transferred Father John to the Cathedral of St. Nicholas, whose well-to-do congregation welcomed him warmly and its board of directors raised his salary.



Divided Loyalties
Deathly pale, Marika’s husband Yanni faced a firing squad. She heard the dog barking wildly. Her brother Pericles, tall and heavy, stood on the side staring; he appeared to be smiling. Yes, smiling. His teeth were shining, two rows, like strings of pearls. It was terribly cold and windy. With terror in his eyes, Yanni looked old and shriveled. Suddenly, he grew smaller and smaller to the point where he became invisible. Startled, Marika awoke. Her vivid and mysterious dream frightened her. Perspiration drenched her body and her temples throbbed unbearably. Anxiety gripped her. She blinked her half-shut eyes and tried to find her bearing in the dim room, as she sat up and crossed herself.
Yanni’s deep breathing reassured her that he was alive. He slept soundly at six in the morning on that Friday in late August, 1946. Marika studied his gaunt swarthy face, as she pulled her chestnut hair back: the scattered scars on his forehead, his thick eyebrows, which matched his black hair and mustache, deceptively portrayed an unfriendly man, a warrior of old. Other than a firm belief in hard work and its rewards, he was a man of few convictions. But he was a loyal husband and devoted father, with a kind heart and generous spirit, who usually yielded to Marika’s wishes. She could not live without him.
When Marika slipped out of bed and dressed, her strange dream still lingered in her thoughts. What did it mean for her brother Pericles? Recently, her concern for his safety had consumed her; for eighteen months he had been hiding in the mountains with other members of the Communist-backed National Liberation Front and its military wing, the National Popular Army. All those brave men, who had resisted the German occupation in the early 1940s, were now engaged in a bitter civil war. King George of Greece and his government, who had fled to the Middle East during the invasion and had signed an armistice with the Germans to establish a collaborationist government in Athens, had now returned to the capital to rule the devastated country. The collaborators, who had worked alongside Germans, were now rounding up and imprisoning all those who took part in the resistance.
Thousands of police and gendarmerie of the Royalists were commandeered and their mission was to destroy all the Communist organizations by any means possible. Just four days ago, the police had questioned Marika about her brother’s whereabouts and warned her to turn him in if he should contact her.
And what about her husband, Yanni? What did her dream portend for him? Was he in danger? As these questions spun in her mind, Marika remembered that her husband had planned to go to the family’s olive grove today. He was to pick the ripe pears and grapes, as he usually did this time of the year. At this realization, Marika sensed a cold sweat on her back, and thought of ways to persuade Yanni to stay home. Yes, that’s what she would do; she would convince him that she should go in his stead.
Before going downstairs to prepare a modest breakfast, Marika glanced at her three angels (Penelope was seven, Petros, five and Theodore, three). She studied the trio’s peaceful sleep and couldn’t help but admire their smooth, sun-burned skin and the wisps of dark silky hair. How innocent and vulnerable they appeared in their scrawniness! Food was scarce, but they had ample hugs and kisses. Wrapping her arms around their tiny bodies came easily to Marika. She had an alert and sweet face, and her quick heart and concern for others endeared her to the other inhabitants of Metamorfosis, a village in the south-east of Greece’s Peloponesse peninsula.
Marika descended the decrepit pine stairs and entered the main room of their humble home which served as the kitchen, sitting room and also contained Papou’s bed; it was sparsely furnished with bare, bone-coloured walls. She knelt before the icon that rested on the hearth’s mantle; a small oil lamp in front of it provided soft, flickering light day and night. Looking up at the dusky icon of The Virgin Mary holding her infant son, she crossed herself and began her prayer, her morning and evening ritual:
Panayia mou deliver us from this Civil War. Bring an end to this violent struggle, which has pitted town against town, and brother against brother. Intercede Blessed Mother and bring us a truce. Grant us a lasting peace. Beneath your compassion, we seek refuge. Mother of God give us strength and courage to bear the fatigue of the coming day with all that it shall bring. I implore you to receive my prayer. Great is thy grace, glory to thee. Amen.
On the wooden table surrounded by six wicker chairs, Marika placed two mugs of chamomile tea, a small plate of feta cheese and another holding a few roughly cut pieces of whole-wheat bread. And momentarily, Yanni joined her.
“Kalimera, Yanni mou. Did you sleep well?”
“Fine, I slept fine.”
“If it’s alright with you, I want to go to the field today and gather the pears. I’m estimating that if I leave in a few minutes, I’ll make it there by eight thirty,” Marika uttered in a low voice.
“You, go to the field? Why? What’s brought this on? Gathering the fruit is my responsibility. You have enough to do here looking after the kids, Papou and your sewing.”
“Yes, I agree with you, but I’m uneasy with the idea of you going out today. It’s hard for me to explain, but I have a feeling that it will not be safe for you,” Marika said in a dire tone. A forlorn glance escaped her small brown eyes.
“What’s wrong with you this morning?”
“It’s hard for me to put it into plain words; you could call it an instinct. All I know is that I will feel less anxious if I went for the fruit today. Besides you can take care of the livestock here. Please, Yanni. Let me go this morning.”
Yanni did not say anything, but as he held the white mug with his right hand, he rapidly tapped his index finger against it, a sign of restlessness when his wishes were contradicted. He enjoyed the role of the patriarch in their household; he was comfortable with the customs and codes of his elders and the ways of yesterday. Any changes to their daily plans or this ordered way of life bewildered him. The idea of his wife – alone –making an almost two-hour trek to the countryside during this vicious conflict added to his discomfort.
Marika noticed the concern on his face. “I had a vivid dream; it sent me a powerful warning. Please don’t ask me to describe it. All I’m asking is that I should be the one leaving the house today.”
“Here we go again with dreams, superstitions! I have nothing to fear when venturing out of my house,” he snapped.
“Please, Yanni. I implore you; do not raise your voice. Papou will wake up and he’ll be cranky all day.”
For a moment no one spoke and then Yanni broke the silence. “This is all about your brother Pericles, isn’t it? He’s the one who has to worry. He’s the one roaming the mountains like a hungry wolf. Once his friend was hunted down, I begged him to go voluntarily to the authorities and renounce his Communist beliefs.”
“Yanni, let’s not mention my brother this morning. I beg you.”
“He risked his life by joining the Leftists, and put all our lives in danger. Just look at our situation: how can we go on when dreams and instincts determine our every move?”
Marika cut a few slices from the loaf of bread, placed some feta cheese between them and thought of ways to convince him. But Yanni continued, “if only your father had him apprentice with a talented craftsman—but no! After grade school, it was high school and then, off to university to study philosophy of all things. He came back with dreams and ideals for a just society. And look where’s he’s ended up: engulfed in the Andartiko, running from the authorities.” Yanni referred to the conflict as the Andartiko, a bandit war; Marika and her brother called it an Emfilios Polemos, a war between brothers.
“Yanni, it’s your safety that I’m concerned about,” Marika responded firmly. “If you’re with me on this… you’ll go out, saddle the horse and I’ll be on my way.” Speechless, Yanni got up suddenly and walked about back and forth in a state of mounting agitation. Then, he abruptly went outside and prepared the white mare.
Marika threw a wool sweater on her shoulders to protect her from the morning’s damp and practically flew down the outdoor steps onto the cobbled courtyard.
Tethered to the trunk of the mulberry tree, the goat still slept deeply and so did the sow with her little ones in their sty. In the coop the chickens were beginning to stir. Marika grabbed the rein from Yanni and led her slender, hollow-eyed mare through the village. Everything around her revealed a battered and grim place: the few inhabitants, who also started their chores before daybreak, appeared weak and weary; hungry curs scrounged their usual haunts and sniffed every bit of debris in sight. The abandoned houses, the burned warehouses and plundered stores, the sun-scorched earth and untilled plots—everything blended into a single whole in the harsh, forbidding environment. Everything darkened Marika’s heart.
When she reached the outskirts of the village, an unnerving deadness greeted her. Facing the endless road leading to the low plain, she sighed deeply. The wide lifeless, arid road turned into a white, rolling ribbon on the red earth as she gazed further. Holding tighter on the mare’s rein she continued her journey. Anxious thoughts raced in Marika’s mind: would she encounter any vagabonds and gypsies in their yellow and red skirts; would peddlers and tradesmen stop her to bargain away their colourful kerchiefs; would wonderers beg her for some bread; and would desperate guerrillas running from the fascist forces cross her path? These fears possessed her. The road’s numerous potholes and pebbles were punishing her feet and limbs. Mentally and physically she was exhausted.
After an hour, Marika reached the shed at the crossroads; rudimentarily constructed from dried leaves, it sheltered a spring fountain. She rested there, removed her sweater, sampled the natural water and washed the red dust away which had coalesced with the perspiration on her face. Sitting on a boulder next to the shed, she remembered her mother’s words: “Life is a continuous struggle, Marika; look after your husband; life can be unbearable without a man.” It was for her husband Yanni and the rest of her family that Marika was enduring this hardship. His obsession with law and order was irrelevant to her; she loved him dearly.
But her brother Pericles, even though he had developed different views on society, also had a place in Marika’s heart. Pericles had encountered ideas based on other principles than economic necessity. And unlike Yanni, he linked happiness to good health, freedom and friendship, never to wealth. Always aware of the intellectual and social complexities around him, Pericles was consumed with discussions about equality, exploitation and the truth. ‘Where is Pericles now?’ Marika wondered. Was he freezing in some damp cave up in the mountains? Would he survive this troubled time? As much as Pericles’ well-being preoccupied Marika now, the words of warning she had received from the gendarme last week tormented her: “Make sure you turn him in or you will be arrested on the spot. You’ll be taken away from your children.” She couldn’t imagine running into a situation where she would have to make this choice, and for that matter she couldn’t turn any of her relatives or neighbours in. Engaged as they were in a never-ending war with hunger and each other, Marika felt for all of them. All of them were on the brink of starvation—when would it all end? Many had died; others had suffered from bullet wounds, and many more battled loneliness and depression. Would her countrymen survive this crisis, she agonized as she wiped her eyes and continued her journey.
III
About half an hour later, she saw the footpath, its dried red earth leading to a small forest of pine trees. With the exception of the dried pine needles that pierced the sides of her feet through the slits of her old sandals, and the tiny lizards that occasionally jumped in front of her, Marika adored this little forest. She loved the pine’s resin that filled her nostrils and enjoyed the singing of the larks. The pine trees were short and nothing escaped the sun’s rays, but it was peaceful and serene; there was something magical in this isolation. Marika felt protected by the pines, as they stood erect like guards ready to serve her.
Within ten minutes Marika crossed this mystical world and stepped into the family plot her father had given her as a wedding gift. It consisted of olive, fig and pear trees; it also had a small vine grove. She hurried toward the pear tree, untied the earth-coloured sacks and busily gathered the fruit, after shaking every branch that she could reach. Tirelessly, she filled two sacks, tied them with string at the top and placed them near the mare. Then, she sat under the tree to have her snack before heading home.
As Marika raised the canteen to her lips, her heart suddenly stopped by the rustle in the vine leaves. Within seconds a fierce-looking man, holding a double barreled shotgun in both hands, emerged from the thicket of vine. Instantly, Marika jumped to her feet, and the bread wrapped in the cotton tea-towel dropped on the red earth. She could barely stand; her limbs felt like cotton, but she managed to reach the horse and hold onto its saddle.
As the scraggy figure dressed in a worn khaki outfit came closer, Marika’s paralysis intensified. His dirty beard, like a fan, reached down to his chest, his clammy hair covered the back of his neck; the sleeves of his shirt were torn, and his ripped trousers revealed greasy boots with discoloured yellow laces.
“It’s you, Marika,” he said in a weary, barely audible voice.
“Pericles,” she whispered. Shaken, her face felt cold. Her brother was the last person she expected to see and his grubbiness shocked her. His exhaustion was written in his sunken face and slow steps.
“What are you doing here? You’re a modistra, you belong with your sewing machine. Your world is a place of embroidery and crocheting.”
“It’s my land, why shouldn’t I be here? Who did you expect to see?” Marika’s voice was low and groggy.
“Your husband Yanni, and if he had come down here, this last bullet would have been waiting for him.” And he brandished his rifle in the air, his dark eyes smouldering. His words stung her ears and landed like hot coals in her heart. Horrified, Marika felt faint, but her fear united with a sense of stubbornness. She refused to collapse. Boiling water seemed to run along her spine. Her urge to shriek and overwhelm him with a volley of insults gained strength; she wanted to lecture and berate him, but she was dazed with indignation.
When Pericles came closer, his perspiration thickened the air. Even from a distance of a few metres she could smell the odour. He leaned down, picked up the bread and devoured it. With his mouth opening and closing ferociously, he turned to her, “You tell that husband of yours to stop bad-mouthing me and my comrades or I’ll get revenge.”
Marika snapped at this. “Have you no shame! How can you stand there and tell me you plan to kill my husband? Who gave you the right to destroy my home?”
She continued to hurl questions at him: “Did you consider my children in this plan of yours? Did you imagine me a widow struggling to feed them in this cursed time? Why don’t you shoot me instead, wouldn’t that be a better fate for me? Go on, shoot me!”
A fit of intense coughing seized Pericles and he crouched down close to the pear tree. As Marika watched him ride it out, she imagined Yanni’s fate if he had come down today. She envisioned him reeling on the ground, and the scene sickened her. That Pericles resented her husband’s outspokenness, Marika was well aware. In his condemnation of the Communist party, Yanni had expressed his views much too freely and openly; more recently he had been talking of joining the Rightist National Guard. But she had no idea that Pericles’ animosity had come to this. His fury stunned her.
As his cough subsided, Pericles turned his eyes and met hers. In that mutual glance, Marika noticed that his eyes were no longer ablaze, their passion had waned, and his sister felt trapped in their tenderness. As much as she loved her husband, her affection for her brother had never abated. She adored his heroic heart and admired his thirst for justice. But oh, God, how his spirit had hardened! She felt so sorry for him and could hardly bear to look at him. His grubbiness melted her heart. In a tender tone of concern for his safety, she asked, “Haven’t you had enough suffering? Aren’t you tired? Are you not aware that the gendarmes are roaming the countryside looking for you and your friends? I beg of you to give yourself up!” The compassionate tone of her questions, rather than the questions themselves seemed to soften his heart further. His eyes glistened now and the bitterness drained from his veins. Against his will he felt something—he couldn’t make out what. He stood there for a moment not knowing what to say or do.
Finally, he reached for her hand and asked, “Give myself up? Is that what you want me to do? Do you know where they’ll take me? No, you probably do not know, but I do. They’ll take me to Makronisos, a barren island off the coast of Attica. It’s a gigantic prison camp for Communist captives. Its only goal is to get a deilosi from us, a renunciation of our belief. You’re not aware of the torture and cruelty that my comrades have suffered there. Do you want me to go there as well?”
“But Pericles if you sign the deilosi and repent, they’ll let you go, you’ll be free!”
“Free! And what would I be if I was stripped of my beliefs? Who would associate with me? Who would give me a job? I would be met with snubs and stony faces wherever I went. No, I would rather kill myself than live an empty life.”
“Think about it carefully, Pericles. Winter is coming and it will bite.”
“Don’t worry about the cold. It’s nothing, I’ve gotten used to that enemy.” He squeezed her hand and the tears ran between the deep crevices of his pre-maturely aged and wrinkled skin. Before she could say anything further, he fled towards the olive trees.
Marika remained dumbfounded and motionless. No longer able to swallow her sobs, tears rose within her, rolled down her cheeks and poured like spring water on her bosom. The rustle of a snow-white rabbit as it emerged from the earth, broke the stillness. And just as quickly as it surfaced and grabbed her attention, it disappeared. She raised her grey apron and wiped her face. Then, mechanically she grabbed the sacks, loaded them on the mare and started her journey home.
After an hour of walking, the sun scorched Marika’s body, its glare blurred her eyes and her throat was parched from thirst. The horrible heat, the endless road ahead, the dust in her mouth and the sweat covering her body aggravated her discomfort. The physical irritation in her tormented state was unbearable. A need to rip her clothes off gripped her. Her head bowed, she continuously stared down as if the sun’s light was unbearable.
Just as Marika reached the crossroads, the earth began to tremble beneath her feet. Quickly, she turned behind her to see a cloud of dust; a vehicle headed rapidly towards her. As its thundering sound increased and the cloud became larger, she realized that it was an open jeep fast approaching. Instinctively, she shaded her eyes, squinted and saw two gendarmes sitting in the front. As the jeep drew closer, she recognized the passenger as the policeman who had brought her to the station for questioning. His warning still rang in her ears.
The jeep swerved to avoid her. And in that split second, she noticed a lifeless body in the back seat; its legs swung uncontrollably, threads of blood ran down soiled boots with yellow laces. Transfixed with horror, Marika stood with her mouth agape for a few seconds. When she grasped the scene’s meaning, Pericles’ death shook her to the core. Impulsively, she dropped the mare’s rein, and covered her mouth with both hands to muffle her scream. Then, Marika bent both knees, bowed her upper body forward and made every effort to maintain her balance. She crouched forward on her haunches, staring; her lips and nostrils fluttered with terror. In the distance, the jeep became smaller and smaller in the cloud of dust. Holding on to her position, she continued to stare until everything had become invisible.
While the trail of dust had vanished like smoke, Pericles’ lifeless image was before her. It froze in the depths of her memory. It became Marika’s nightmare—the nightmare of her relatives, her neighbours and all her countrymen who lost their loved ones. Far too many died during that wretched decade of the nineteen forties, some by horrific means and in unimaginable conditions. And those who survived experienced a kind of death in living, for they were always torn between feelings of loyalty and betrayal.



Double Heartache
As Easter approached, Victoria yearned for the sky to sparkle once again, and the motionless air to be fragrant of spring and merriment in Plitra, a seacoast town in southern Greece. A minute woman, dressed in black, she sat alone by the window in her modest stone house overlooking the Laconic Bay. The honeysuckle, lilac and rose bushes bloomed in her garden and spread a heavenly aroma. The trees were overloaded with flowers and the swallows, in perpetual motion as they built their nests, fell in love and made their little ones. The speechless earth tried in so many colours, shapes and fragrances to cheer Victoria, but an immovable cloud with dark curtains obscured this beauty. She sunk voluntarily within the bitter pleasure of her heartache. Only one thought possessed her: Was Eleni well, would she hear from her?
Heightened by the holiday spirit, Victoria’s heart longed to contact her daughter. She wanted to confess her sins and renew her hope for peace, but couldn’t bear her sorrow any longer. Given her weak eyesight, she would seek her neighbour’s help to get word to Eleni.
“Welcome, Kyria Victoria,” Georgina said, as she tended to the split-pea soup simmering on the stove. “I’ll be with you in a minute. My mother told me about the letter you plan to send to your daughter in Toronto.”
Victoria pulled the wicker chair out and sat by the round table in her neighbour’s modest kitchen, its bone-coloured walls perspiring from the steam. “Forgive me this intrusion, my dear, but…”
“Please, Kyria Victoria, not another word; you know it’s my pleasure to help in this small way.” With pen in hand, Georgina’s green gaze settled on the page. “Well, are we ready? How shall we begin?”
“Yes, my child. I am thinking. Well, write: To my daughter Eleni and my son-in-law Alexi Manis I send my love, warm regards and parental blessings.” Victoria watched the young girl concentrate as she took her task seriously; the more the old lady scrutinized the young girl’s face, the more she was drawn to her expression of kindness and her desire to please. Her mind wandered to one thing: Why hadn’t she sought Georgina’s help much earlier? Why had Eleni’s elopement to Alexi scandalized her so deeply?
“Done, Madam Victoria, keep going…”
“And I send my best wishes for a Happy Easter. I hope you are in good health with the good Virgin Mary’s help.” Victoria thought for a moment and buried her face in her hands, as she choked on her words. “Yes, hoping you are in good health, please all the saints and our Lord…”
And yet last night Victoria was thinking of telling Eleni how much she missed her, the loneliness she had felt during the last three years, her deprivation and poor health. Was it proper to mention her desperate need? And if so, how? Up till now Victoria had borne it all. She had kept herself to herself; she had maintained a proud face. No one had seen her cry. But with Eleni gone so long!
As the old lady’s eyes swelled, she covered them with her hands. A black kerchief covered most of her face, and the protruding white hair made her look much older than her sixty-five years. She sat in despair which welled up in her throat and made speech impossible.
Georgina stood up and embraced her. “Don’t worry Kyria Victoria. I’ll continue the letter; I’ll tell Eleni and Alexi about the weddings in our village and the baptisms that Father Michael performed recently. I’ll tell them about our new teacher and expatriates from the Diaspora who have come to celebrate Easter…”
Georgina read the letter; Victoria nodded. “It is fine my child, pleasant and polite. God grant you health and thank you for your kindness.” She hugged Georgina and left.
Incapable of losing her remorse and fears, Victoria tossed in bed most of the night. Would Eleni receive the letter and how would she react? Why did she not say how sorry she was for not answering her daughter’s letters three years ago? Why did she not say how much she wanted to embrace Eleni and her grandchildren, if there were any? In the morning she dressed and went to mail the letter. An icy cold engulfed her, and as she hadn’t buttoned her coat yet, a gust of wind blew her apron into a balloon against her face.
Days passed and turned to weeks—no return letter came. Victoria knelt before the icon that rested on a shelf above the fireplace and looked up at Mary holding her infant son:
Mother of our Lord great is thy power and grace.

Whatever has happened to my daughter, help me to receive it with spiritual serenity, and with the confidence that it comes from Thy Holy Will. I pray that she’s in good health. And if she’s well, guide her to send word to her desperate mother.

I implore you…Amen.
Victoria waited. She prayed at all the shrines. Every Saturday at sunset, she trekked towards the harbour to light the candles of St. Nicholas. A hushed silence greeted her when she stepped on the damp tiles of this remote white chapel. The feeble flames of the tiny oil lamps, hanging before the icons barely lighted them, and left the old lady in a somewhat terrifying semi-darkness. Victoria lighted a taper and its flicker created a sensation that St. Nicholas, on the holy altar’s gate, dressed in his flowing gold and red robe and with his crown upon his head, his eyes staring from his lifeless face, began to move and tried to detach himself from the wood on which he was painted. Victoria attached herself to this impression; she had a companion and confidant.
She placed some incense on the glowing charcoal, moved the censer upwards and sideways and watched with reverence as the smoke ascended in circular motions. “Praise to thee, St. Nicholas. I feel as though a dark veil has been lifted from my soul.” Victoria finished her worship, genuflected and closed the iron door behind her.
As she stepped into the chapel’s courtyard, the scent of sea salt reached her nostrils and the sea’s murmurs spoke to her. Infinite voices, some in beseeching tones and others in soothing consolations came from the rippling water. When the glistening, pure azure exhaled, little waves, invisible to Victoria, crashed against the cliff’s base. As their foamy tongues rolled back into the sea, they left behind comforting words, incoherent to her mind, but most welcoming to her soul. “Is my loneliness playing tricks on me, or is it the comfort I feel when I share my pain with St. Nicholas?” Victoria wondered.
II
The hot months approached and there was no word from Eleni. Hundreds of tourists flocked to Plitra. Some had come from Toronto, and soon rumours reached Victoria that Eleni lived shabbily. At first, the old lady dismissed them as malicious lies. “May they eat their tongues all those who spread falsehoods,” she sighed. “My daughter, a hard-working girl, has probably made it and her compatriots envy her.”
Yet, after a while the rumours preyed on her. What if they were true and Eleni was suffering? How could she cross the Atlantic and offer comfort and encouragement to her daughter? Besides writing to Eleni, how else was she to reach her? Plitra did not have a telephone; Molae, located sixteen kilometers away, had some, but even if Victoria went there, she did not have Eleni’s telephone number. Who could she turn to?
Father Michael, Plitra’s ubiquitous priest, came to Victoria’s mind. On Saturday, she baked a Prosforon, the offering bread the priest uses in making communion. The next day she took it to church and waited to speak to Father Michael after the service. To escape the burning sun, as they stepped into the courtyard, they headed towards the shade of the tall cypress trees, which guarded the white church. In his scarlet vestment cape, with his white beard resting on his chest, Father Michael resembled the saints hanging on the church’s walls.
“I’m a sinner, Father, in the Lord’s eyes and he’s punishing me.”
“Come, come, Victoria, tell me what’s wrong?”
“It’s my daughter, I’ve not heard from her. I’m not well and getting older. I’ve turned into a blade of grass beaten by the wind, scorched by the sun and stepped on by every passerby. Whether I’m cooking, picking olives or praying before the Virgin Mary, I only see Eleni’s face and wonder about her health…” Victoria pressed her hand against her lips. Father Michael took both her hands in his. “Have you written to her?”
“Georgina next door wrote a letter for me but no reply has come. My poor child did write to me several times from Toronto after she eloped with Alexi, but my heart was hardened then, Father. God forgive me! I was too angry with her choice for a husband, and now I’ve lost all contact…
“Don’t torment yourself. I know it’s hard to be conscious of a mistake and to feel the necessity of atonement; but remember our Lord is merciful and forgiving. He is just in judging us according to our thoughts and intentions. Tell me something, if you haven’t received a response, did your letter to Eleni return?”
“No, Father.”
“Then your letter must have reached her. It’s strange. Eleni was always a caring, cheerful girl; it’s not possible for her to hold a grudge. But leave it to me. I believe Father Peter, who is from our prefecture, immigrated to Toronto years ago. He could help us, for he’s familiar with every member of his parish and may know Eleni. It’s been quite some time since I corresponded with him, but if they’re both there, we’ll find out what has happened. Please keep in mind that you’re not the only one in this predicament; many of our parishioners have loved ones abroad and for one reason or another have not heard from them.”
“Thank you for your interest and help, Father. May God grant you a long life.”
“Go back to Georgina and get her to draft another letter and bring it to me. In my letter to Father Peter, I’ll enclose your letter and kindly ask him to deliver it to Eleni personally.” Victoria reached for his hand, kissed it and left.
III
It was raining incessantly when Father Peter drove along Danforth Avenue in Toronto’s east end. He stopped in front of the Rhodes Diner, an eatery with twelve red-vinyl booths. As he entered the greasy spoon, the cigarette smoke, combined with the vapours from the grill and deep fryer, thickened the air and overwhelmed the Greek Orthodox priest.
“Father Peter, what a surprise on this rainy day,” Alexi welcomed him warmly; his tight white top and pants accentuated his dark skin and muscular frame.
“It is cold, my boy, not a good day to venture out. Is Eleni in? I must see her.”
“Of course, make yourself comfortable in this booth, I’ll let her know that you’re here, but first let me bring you a bowl of hot chicken soup.”
“Just a little, my boy,” the priest patted his midsection. Plump, with ruddy cheeks and a strikingly bald spot on his head, he appeared uneasy in his tight, clerical collar, as he slid with difficulty in the booth. When he settled comfortably, Alexi came. “Here’s the soup to start with and I’ll bring you something else shortly, but now I’ll help Eleni place the little one in the stroller.”
Within a few minutes Eleni appeared and approached the booth with her baby. “Good afternoon and welcome Father, we haven’t seen you for some time.”
“Well, you would have seen me Eleni, if you came to St. George’s more often.”
“I desperately want to, but it’s so hard now with the little one Father.” Her soiled apron did not diminish her beauty with her dark long hair, olive skin and almond-shaped eyes. Eleni placed a white blanket over the baby and tidied the long strands of hair on his forehead. “Look at you my precious prince, how handsome you are!” As Eleni smothered the baby with kisses, he clutched a tiny carrot in his hand and wagged his tongue trying to lick it. “How wonderful it would be my dear if your yiayia (granny) could see you now, grabbing all things that fall into your hands, and squeezing them like Hercules. If only we could…”
“Here you are. Bon appétit.” Alexi placed a plate with a large hamburger and fries in front of Father Peter. Then he sat in the opposite side of the booth, facing the priest and Eleni.
“Your news Father, what’s happening in the parish?” Alexi enquired.
“I am caught between two factions, one seeking to banish me and the other to retain me, but that’s usual for me; I care more about our adopted country. I pray that this new Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau, who’s popular with so many Canadians, keeps this country together…”
“Maybe after Trudeau’s term is up, Quebec won’t talk about separation,” Alexi quipped. “More coffee, Father?”
“No, thank you, my boy. I have a baptism at four o’clock, and I must leave shortly, because in this weather it will be a long drive back. But before I go, let me show Eleni why I’ve come today.” The priest reached in the inside pocket of his jacket. “Here’s a letter from your mother.”
“My mother! How did…”
“It was enclosed in Father Michael’s letter to me, and he says your mother desperately wants to hear from you. She’s only interested in your well-being, my child. Think of her suffering and her hardships—life was always an uphill course to raise you on her own, since your father died in the war. Think of her loneliness, why don’t you write to her occasionally, and give her courage…”
“Write to her! But Father I haven’t forgotten her. How could I? I’ve never stopped writing, even though I haven’t heard from her. Ask Alexi who regularly sends my letters by registered mail, because they always contain a little something for her.” As they turned to Alexi, they both became conscious of a long, oppressive silence.
“Alexi! Tell…” But Alexi did not answer.
“Please, Alexi.”
Eleni’s glance now overpowered Alexi, like a sharp blade, it plunged in his chest. His heart contracted, his blood rushed to his face; it hummed in his ears and forced itself into the veins of his temples. Beads of perspiration formed on his forehead. Speechless, Alexi bolted the booth, and ran towards the kitchen. Father Peter dashed after him.
Baffled, Eleni wanted to follow Alexi as well. But she couldn’t move. Moving her exhausted body required effort, because her tremor broke into a fit of shaking. She didn’t have the strength to open her mother’s letter.
As Alexi’s back disappeared into the kitchen, Eleni had a sudden vision of their three years together. Those years were her whole life, and even though they were not exactly what she had dreamed, Alexi was the man she loved and the man she thought loved her. Now her life lay at her feet, among the cigarette butts, dried ketchup stains and other rubbish. Alexi’s apparent treachery moved Eleni to the grim edge of reality—the reality her mother had noticed three years ago, that he was a dishonourable man without any loyalty to his family.
Father Peter emerged from the kitchen and walked towards Eleni.
“He never mailed my letters, did he, Father?”
“No, my dear, he confessed to his gambling addiction and said how sorry and worthless he feels. Apparently, instead of going to the post office, he opened your letters, kept the money and went to Toronto’s Woodbine race track, his favourite destination—where he not only gambled your money, but most of the Diner’s profits. More recently, when your mother’s pride yielded and she wrote you a letter, Alexi confessed that it had indeed arrived, but he had discarded it.”
“What a fool I’ve been Father. I feel alone, tired. All this time I’ve lived with the aching assumption that my mother had not forgiven me. God how much she must have suffered, not just from the impression she had of Alexi, but also from the poisonous tongues when we challenged Plitra’s social conventions. I should have suspected something much earlier when not a word came from her.”
“Now, now, my child, stop blaming yourself. I understand your indignation but with peace and prayer you’ll be able to face this. You and your mother enjoy a strong bond—a bond that does not hang by a thin thread but which has a strong foundation. No one can break it. Think only of her for the time being, because you are her whole life! Remember the saying: Obtain a parent’s blessing and you shall climb mountains.”
“You know that I care deeply for her, Father—all the more reason why this feeling of remorse and self-reproach consumes me. In my passion, I only saw Alexi’s sweetness and missed his evasive nature. More recently, his irritable, restless and withdrawn behaviour should have…”
“Leave Alexi to me, Eleni. I promise to do everything possible to help him. It will require time, and it will require all the counsels and even reprimands of the church to bring him to his senses. But for now, I implore you; please write a letter to your mother. Try to imagine the sheer delight she’ll experience when it’s in her hands. She’ll always carry it with her, kiss it and feel as if she has you in person. Will you do that, Eleni?”
“Of course! I promise, Father.”



First Impressions
She was ready. In her navy suit, self-made, Katerina looked at her tanned complexion in the mirror, clear and free of blemishes, so simple and vulnerable; there was a glint in her brown eyes. She parted her chestnut hair on the left side, but, as if she remembered something, abruptly turned her glance away and left her room. If it was at all possible, she would not look at herself in the mirror again—not even to comb her hair. She had become bored with her image. Looking in the mirror every day, you become used to what you see and accept it as the real thing.
Katerina should have thought of this some time ago: to avoid the mirrors, until she forgot her face completely. Afterwards, she would look at herself some day, and suddenly notice what others were seeing: all her reality without any illusions. This was the only way to change it once and for all. Now, of course, there was no need for these schemes. Now, everything would change on its own. If she was to avoid looking into the mirrors now, it would not be for the same reason, but to be able to see one day the change for the better which would have taken place in between.
With this thought, Katerina’s sprightly disposition was obvious this morning, and she descended the veranda’s grey wooden stairs of her uncle George’s house with a will; sniffed the air and felt the sting of the damp. She glanced at her watch and realized she had about an hour before starting work. It was her first job in Canada and she wanted to make a good impression. Her new life in her adopted country was beginning and she couldn’t stop thinking about this new land, Canada—the beautiful, rich, and incorruptible country, planning to celebrate its Centennial in two years. Unlike Greece, it was free from the burden of a long and complicated past, where it pursues you like a long criminal record and intervenes in your attempts to find the right path. The people here were guileless. According to her uncle, her mother’s brother, who had sponsored her to come to this blessed land, Toronto was a polite and peaceful city and she had nothing to fear, she would be welcomed. And she found it welcoming. Just yesterday her future employer Mr. Hoffman had offered her a job, making clothes in Toronto’s Spadina district. In Greece, she had apprenticed with a successful seamstress in Molae, a regional town in the southeast part of the Peloponnese peninsula, and had demonstrated a passion and skill in working with fabrics. Now in her early twenties, Katerina dreamed of working hard and establishing her own design shop.
To succeed, she was determined to leave everything behind, renounce her past, all of it—the hunger; the fear; her father’s death during the civil war; her mother’s untimely death; the misfortune of her relatives and friends—even her language, yes, the Greek tongue. Language sometimes carries the sins of all the previous generations, and poisons the next; it would be a good thing if one could forget it from time to time and recreate it from the beginning. Besides, she had to learn English right away, for she couldn’t rely on her uncle to be her interpreter forever. He kindly accompanied her to Mr. Hoffman’s factory yesterday and showed her the route she would be taking with the Dundas streetcar every morning. Now it was possible for Katerina to make it by herself; she savoured her first experience with hope. It was an exhiliration new to her, not to depend on others for her worth, and she was prepared to impose the most ascetic disciplinary regime on herself to achieve her dream. She’d always look forward, never back.
Katerina stood on Seaton Street for a moment to take in the morning scene. It was mid-October and the enormous, evenly lined trees on both sides of the street stood majestic in their bright colours. Their motley leaves, the translucent yellow and dark red, were particularly appealing, and Katerina craned her neck as far as possible to see the peaks. At times, the leaves yielded softly to the light breeze, stirred and touched one another; they whispered uneasily and waited for something. Was it the rain or the smile of the sun? Katerina walked some more and remembered the shorter and ever-present olive and fig trees which she encountered daily during her five kilometre trek to Molae. Those trees, together with the quintessential flame-shaped cypress, did not lose their leaves in winter; constancy pervaded all year long, both in colour and shape, throughout the Greek countryside. Her feet welcomed the paved sidewalk, as opposed to the rough gravel road back home.
Katerina’s soul opened its eyes and pricked its ears to take in all of Toronto’s colours and sounds. Attached to each other, all the houses had the same structure, there was a unity to them in shape and size, and the well kept lawns, tended with loving precision, delighted her; there was something enduring about the orderly arrangement of these houses that gave the street an enviable harmony.
As she admired the exterior features of Seaton Street, Katerina’s soul, like a sponge, had absorbed all the details her uncle had told her about the people living inside these houses: who had come from all over the world. Their neighbours spoke English, German, Italian, Portuguese and many other languages unknown to her. At first she thought she had come to the tower of Babel. Only, and this was the strange part, there was no confusion in her neighbours’ voices. Their language, music, food and religions were different, but they could communicate with each other, a common thread tied them together, the thread which sewed the same dreams, the aspirations and the hopes for a better future. Some worked during the day and slept at night, but others slept throughout the day and worked at night. A quiet reigned in the street, as if there was some unwritten rule to respect the neighbour’s peace.
When the sun broke the clouds, its rays glinted on the numerous oil paints of the houses and the metallic roof-tops of the cars. A month in Toronto, Katerina was still impressed with all the cars, in an assortment of colours and sizes. Before she left Greece, her uncle George had made arrangements for her to stay in Athens for a month to finalize her immigration papers and do some shopping. This gave her an opportunity to see plenty of cars and she found them much smaller and run down than the ones in Toronto. During a trip to Omonia Square around lunch time, she recalled the chaotic traffic and the sea of people rushing in a dizzying pace to find a cab or to get in a tram. People of all ages jostled to make it on time; Katerina saw the hardness in their faces, she rushed as well and panted.
At the corner of Seaton and Dundas Streets, she smiled at the elderly man in the middle of the road, in the orange and yellow vest, holding the red sign with the word ‘stop’ in the middle, as a group of school children crossed Dundas Street. Their giggles made Katerina feel as light as a girl again, in love with the simple sensation of living. She crossed the road and headed towards the streetcar stop where a number of people were waiting. The students huddled together, smoked and whispered incessantly. Similar to the girls, most of the boys’ hair reached their shoulders and they wore bell-bottoms. With their books, held tightly to their chests, and backs slightly stooped, the girls wore colourful beads around their necks, wrists and ankles. Some men with the newspaper in their left hand and the briefcase in their right waited impatiently for the streetcar. Others appeared to have all the time in the world and looked somewhat absent-minded.
The streetcar arrived, and to Katerina’s surprise, there was no pushing or shoving to get in, the group formed a queue and boarded in an orderly manner. In a leisurely pace, the vehicle was off again and inside, she walked towards the back and made herself comfortable in an empty seat close to the window. The colourful posters in a straight line above the windows caught her attention. Some depicted shiny cars with beautiful girls in full gowns beside them; others displayed handsome men on horseback smoking in front of panoramic backgrounds, or striking athletes enjoying various drinks. Image after image fascinated Katerina and reminded her of the new world before her. All the passengers captivated her and she studied their expressions like someone who has just seen paradise for the first time, and suddenly realizes that she herself is part of this miracle, a member of this strange group. Alone, for the first time in her life she was riding on a vehicle, not walking on isolated roads, and she was surrounded by people—some appeared energetic and jolly; others indolent and drowsy; some were talking or yawning; others had faces buried in books, newspapers or simply stared out of the windows. For the most part, they appeared to be enjoying themselves; it was as if they were able to see life’s human face. The driver, a fair, heavy set man covered with freckles, concentrated on the fare box; as more passengers entered from the front door, he handed out the transfers. Katerina grinned slightly at the thought that the only human being she encountered back home in her remote trek was the odd Shepherd with his sheep and dogs, and other creatures like the lizards, or the grasshoppers as they jumped like mechanical toys. The birds singing, the cicadas’ chirping and the odd dog’s barking were some of the sounds that broke the dead silence. With her eyes half-closed, Katerina vowed that she would be worthy of the honour that was given to her, a newly arrived immigrant eager to learn everything about her new country, while the memory of the old lightened somewhat.
The tall diverse buildings, some with the Union Jack flapping in the wind impressed Katerina, as the electric vehicle continued west along Dundas towards Jarvis Street. Just before it reached the intersection, a drawn out, piercing fortissimo from a trumpet playing a religious hymn reached her ears. She then noticed a small brass band marching south on Jarvis Street and recognized the blue uniforms and the burgundy band around the caps as belonging to the Salvation Army, the religious organization. With her uncle Katerina had seen a similar band a couple weeks earlier at the Eaton’s department store; he had explained its benevolent mission of feeding the poor and distraught, both physically and spiritually. The entire spectacle created a feeling in her as if she was living a real fairytale. To Katerina, the existence of this religious army personified Canada’s benevolent and inviting nature, which had welcomed her so generously.
At the corner of Bond Street, Katerina crossed herself because St. George’s Greek Orthodox Church was steps away and it was customary in Greece to cross oneself when passing by a church. The images of the church’s interior re-emerged in her mind and she remembered her surprise with its seating arrangement, where women and men sat together. In row after row in all three sections of the pews, entire groups of families, friends and relatives sat side by side—an unusual but pleasant sight. In Greece, the genders were separated with the women to the left of the aisle in the church’s nave and the men to the right. Katerina had heard so much about Canada’s liberal ways and the desegregated worshippers strengthened her belief that it was a fair and generous nation. The church’s existence in Canada amazed Katerina, as well as the efforts and sacrifices of the Greek immigrants of her uncle’s generation who established the church. How they must have pinched and saved to create this precious building, and how lucky she felt to be able to worship in a familiar and sacred environment. Not only would she attend mass every Sunday, but she had joined the church’s Ladies Auxiliary, Filoptochos, dedicated to feeding and clothing the poor and visiting the sick in Toronto’s hospitals.
As the streetcar approached Yonge Street, the tracks curved sharply and its wheels squeaked. Katerina covered her ears temporarily, tilted her head towards her left shoulder and noticed a lady, seventy or more, but in full vigour, walking in the opposite direction along Dundas Street. Her smart maroon coat with matching hat, the tufts of white hair covering her ears and neck, and her black patented shoes and purse gave her a pleasing appearance. Suddenly, a chill permeated Katerina’s body and scared her to the bone. Out of the blue, a wild youth with long hair flinging sideways, in a dark pants and beige top, leaped like a lion behind the old lady and tried to grab her purse, but its strap entangled on a button around her left wrist. Instinctively, she clutched it with her right hand, but he lunged back and released all his ferocity—he struck her behind her neck with his right hand. The victim dropped on the pavement like a fly that has been swatted in mid air. Collapsed prone on the sidewalk, the old lady’s glasses shattered and blood covered her face. She skinned her knees on the rough pavement, and blood seeped her beige stockings. The thief snatched her purse and vanished.
The horrific episode occurred in seconds. It sickened Katerina, and some of the other passengers gasped in unison, but no one alerted the driver that they wanted to help the victim. More passengers boarded the vehicle. Jolted, Katerina’s heart pulsed too fast and resembled a berserk bird in a cage. She tried to calm it, but it fluttered to get out. Her breathing became uneven, and she felt trapped. An urge to scream possessed her, but what would she say? Her mind directed her limbs to get up and dash outside, but the passengers by this time had filled the vehicle’s aisle; she couldn’t even see the rear door. Beside her sat a grave gentleman in a dark suit, whose face was buried in the newspaper, his black rimmed glasses were discernable, and the thinning hair glued flat on his skull. In front of Katerina, two women were chatting non-stop, but she couldn’t understand them. One of them was holding a black and white dog with silky waved hair, and long, full ears; and because she kept gesturing at the dog, Katerina assumed the animal was the topic of their conversation. When the traffic light turned green, the streetcar continued its journey. Confused with the unexpected calmness inside the streetcar, Katerina kept thinking that she heard her fellow passengers’ gasps just minutes ago; they saw the gruesome incident—but nobody moved. Some sat so still, others carried on as usual, or stared in front of them. It was a mystery—a maddening mystery.
Overcome with fear for the old lady, whose curled figure now resembled a marooned coloured skein, Katerina’s limbs felt lethargic and her body bound. She placed her hands against her mouth, pressed hard and suppressed her sobs. Her moistened eyes burned; her head ached and her breathing had partially fogged the window. She tried to compose herself—she had to find her equilibrium, especially today, or else she’d appear puffy-eyed at work. In reality, everything finds its way again she figured; everything finds a balance—even the turbulent ocean. Back home, Katerina remembered her frequent visits to Plitra Beach where she had often noticed how calm the sea became after a storm. She now craved for something that would calm her, something that would lift the unbearable load in her heart and soul—something that would help her experience things in a new light. Prayer used to give her the strength to face the violence and hostilities that had gripped her country during and after the recent civil war; now she searched for the right words, and placed her whole soul into her plea:
Almighty God you heal people of sickness and affliction through your love and compassion. I pray, Lord, visit that poor lady today and give her strength in her time of suffering. Grant her comfort and a speedy recovery from the injury that besets her. Dear Lord, physician of our souls and bodies, I beseech you to take away any bitterness I may have in my heart against the young assailant. Guide me to see only my own faults and not judge my fellow passengers. Help me to understand them.
Refreshed from her entreaty, the cool reality was slowly sinking in. All sorts of questions spun in her mind and Katerina tried to place her thoughts in some kind of order like the fish into the net of logic. She felt helpless, but what could she have said to the driver and her fellow passengers? Why didn’t they bolt the vehicle to care for the old lady? Wouldn’t that be charitable and human? Why didn’t the motorists driving in the opposite direction stop to help the victim? But this tragedy—was it real or imagined? Did she witness the entire incident from a reflective mirror nearby? The throbbing in her temples was agonizing. Like the helpless people, blindfolded before a firing squad, who see their entire life in flashes in one minute like a cinematographic reel, Katerina connected all the scattered signs that she did not want to see, and the truth advanced in front of her: Everything is an appearance and nothing more; there’s nothing real and pure. Everything is blurred, a faked reality. Everywhere.
Weary, Katerina looked intently outside again and saw that the sun’s light had become brighter. She felt unusually warm, unfastened the top button of her jacket and placed her hand on her left temple to shade her eyes. Rigid as marble she sat, as the streetcar rolled west on Dundas Street. Abruptly, everything came to a standstill at the wailing sound of a siren fast approaching from the opposite direction. Nothing moved on the road or the sidewalk, it was as if she was watching a movie and the screen froze momentarily. The deafening sound intensified as the ambulance advanced and roared past the stopped streetcar. Where was it heading? Was it taking someone to the hospital? Or, could it be going…? She hoped… With her wish that help may be going to the victim, Katerina crossed herself, and she sensed the weight lessening in her heart. Just then the corner of her right eye caught sight of a gigantic yellow crane in a construction site. Its projecting arm was raising a heavy load of concrete bricks hundreds of feet into the air. They were huge and must have weighed tons as they moved upward, and occasionally horizontally. Katerina looked closely in awe, and her heart skipped a beat, for she feared the entire structure would tip over. The machine’s entire activity seemed impossible to her, but miraculously its projecting arm lifted the load with ease as if it was moving cardboard boxes.
The streetcar’s passengers had lessened now. As it closed its doors and continued its westward journey, Katerina redoubled her efforts to muster her strength and restore her earlier enthusiasm for her new job.



The All White Road
Everyone agreed that the weather couldn’t be better for Maria’s Name-Day garden party, celebrated every mid-August on the Assumption Day of the Holy Virgin Mary. Not a leaf stirred, warm but not muggy, the vivid blue sky without a cloud. Every flower and bush in the garden sparkled as if to look their best for this joyous festivity. Maria’s husband Costa had seen to it that the grass was mowed yesterday and its fresh scent was still in the air, as it yielded like a carpet.
Early in the morning, the catering company had set up the buffet table, the bar and the round tables for the guests around the pool. About four in the afternoon the waiters brought the food and the bartender arrived with the liquor and ice. Soon after that the doorbell rang and the relatives, friends and neighbours of Maria and Costa Zouris streamed into the garden. They shook hands and pressed cheeks.
“Chronia Polla, many years to you, my dear.”
“Efharisto. Thank you for coming. Lovely to see you.”
“Congratulations. I wish you all the happiness on your Name-Day.”
“Welcome. So glad you could make it.”
In her pleasant demeanor, Maria greeted her guests one by one. A tall woman in her early sixties, she wore a navy summer dress, pearls around her neck and pearl earrings. Her smile and clear complexion made her younger looking. Always by her side, her husband Costa, a tall, silver-haired gentleman, looked distinguished in his dark slacks and white top. Their son Nicholas, in his mother’s likeness, with his dark features and attractive smile, stood beside his sister Margaret, a tall fair girl like her father. They, too, helped their mother with the welcomes.
Everything ran smoothly. Happy couples walked about, sniffed the flowers, greeted friends and acquaintances, chatted about nothing and everything, munched on a variety of delicacies and sipped, among other drinks, cool ouzo. The waiters circulated discreetly ensuring that the guests were happy. A low-key and infectious melody from the band entertained and added merriment to the occasion.
Maria was especially happy. Besides all the blessings the Heavenly Queen had bestowed, she was delighted by a special guest, Thomas Vales, who came from Montreal to spend the weekend with her family. Short and stout, with a bald patch surrounded by a fringe of snow-white hair, Thomas knew Maria for more than thirty-five years. He was sitting with the Zouris family, his features projecting kindness and patience; his hazel eyes reflecting a wisdom that comes from suffering.
“I can’t tell you what it means to me to have you here with us, Thomas,” Maria said, her features glowing.
“You’re too kind my dear Maria,” commented Thomas quietly, his cheeks coloured.
“Oh, it’s not just kindness, Thomas; if it weren’t for you, I probably would not be here today. During a horrendous experience, you proved to me that I could still depend on human goodness, that not only cruelty reigns in our world, but honour, integrity and generosity do feature too,” Maria continued.
“Mom, you’ve talked about Thomas’s considerate nature, but you’ve been vague about that ‘horrendous experience.’ You never told us what happened exactly,” Margaret said.
“I agree,” Nicholas added, “we’ve heard of a life-threatening incident, but no further details, even though Thomas has visited in the past.”
“It is difficult for me to talk about it, not even your Dad knows the particulars; oh, he knows I suffered one night at work many years ago, but I’ve laid it to rest, because the incident left me with bitterness,” said Maria.
“And let’s not go into the past now, let’s enjoy this perfect day and each other’s company; sometimes it’s best to leave the past where it’s buried. Sometimes the past resembles the large stone we turn over with effort only to find unsightly creatures underneath,” replied Thomas with a slight plea. Every word he uttered seemed precious.
“But if we’re unaware of the past, we may not understand and appreciate the present,” Costa pointed out, looking to his wife for support.
Thomas glanced at Maria searchingly, as if the cue had to come from her. She looked around and noticed some of her guests were ready to depart.
“Please excuse me to say my goodbyes to our guests, Margaret please get some fresh coffee and sweets and I’ll leave it up to Thomas to relay the incident to all of you,” Maria said. “I’m certain he remembers it better than me and it’s more his story than mine.” The day darkened, the afternoon leaned on the shoulders of evening. A slight breeze fanned their faces as everyone fixed their eyes on Thomas. He reflected for a moment and said, “Alright, but I caution you this tale will not be amusing.” And he sat back in the outdoor chair, sipped his coffee and started the long-ago story.
It happened when I was only three months in Canada, in my mid-twenties; an electrician, I was desperate for work. Like other immigrants at the time, we had come to add our skills, our strength and our desire to build a better Canada. But every employer required language skills, experience, references and so on, finding work was difficult. To survive we had to swallow our pride, forget our trade and work anywhere. I ended up cleaning an office building in Toronto’s downtown; that’s where I met your mother who was a couple years younger than me.
It was mid-January, there were about thirty of us cleaning an office building which really required more than fifty employees, starting after five in the afternoon. We had to mop all the corridors, polish all the glass and furniture, empty the trash cans, vacuum the carpet—all before two in the morning. Most of us approached our duty conscientiously, especially the women. There was no time to talk about this and that; it was back-breaking work with no breaks and the minimum wage.
A devout moral woman, Maria worked to get her house in order during the day; then, she volunteered at St. George Greek Orthodox Church; made time to write to her parents back in Greece, or sent them packages; then she hustled to complete her cleaning at night. With no time to lose, she focused on her job and with her serious disposition, she kept things orderly and clean.
Not all women had the same sense of duty as Maria though, and Eva was the worst culprit. A young pretty girl, with long dark hair, eyes black as ink, and slender, she caught the attention of all the males. Obsessed with her looks, she spent much time grooming herself; work of any kind irked her and she avoided it like the evil one shuns the church. Eva was after Frank, the supervisor in charge of the cleaning operation. A tall, fair and freckled youth, he was completely captivated. When she became aware of his sweet glances, she conquered him completely and turned him into a love-stricken fool; they became a twosome in no time. Like putty in her hands, her control of Frank was obvious. We ceased calling him ‘Frank’ and nicknamed him ‘O vlakas Englezos,’ the stupid Englishman.
If Eva had limited her influence with Frank to the dodging of her responsibilities, her coworkers would only gossip about her romance. But she wanted much more. She exploited her relationship even further and became the big boss herself to the point where the other workers, especially the women, began to despise and dread her. Completely unprincipled, she snitched on them regularly for any trivial infraction and everyone feared for their jobs. Besides taking it easy, she used the washrooms to polish her nails, and comb her hair; and, ordered the other woman to do her cleaning. Naturally, the workers resented this intolerable situation and were indignant, especially Maria. And then the flare-up ensued.
One night, Eva said to Maria, ‘Finish a bit faster and then do my share of the work because I’m busy. And don’t look so serious, don’t be so preoccupied and ignore all of us; you’re not talking to anyone.’ Maria’s patience had reached its limit with Eva’s shameless manner and something snapped. She shook with anger and turned cherry colour, at once fierce and distressed, with a desire to tell everything, to speak of those things which she had kept securely within.
‘Look here, Eva, I’ve had enough of you bossing me around. Do you hear me? Get rid of your high and mighty attitude and look after
your
work. Grab the mop, so we can finish on time. Enough of you taking it easy and enough of your back-stabbing. Do some work!’
Pandemonium arose. Eva’s face was drawn with anger and there was a fire in her eyes; she hurled certain phrases towards Maria, which I cannot repeat, then, ran to Frank to complain. We do not know what was said exactly, but with her cleverness, she had him body and soul, and could get away with murder. No doubt, Frank must have consoled her and told her that he’d take care of things. Little did the rest of us realize at the time that Eva had no equal when it came to spite.
Just before two in the morning, we completed our work and headed downstairs where a small fleet of trucks waited to shuttle us home. We were drenched in perspiration after working for more than eight hours; bundled up, all of us moved in haste to face the bitter cold. It was one of those nights when the earth seemed frozen to death. The icy wind rose before us and cut our flesh like the knife’s blade. The moon, pale in its last quarter, appeared paralyzed, almost dying in the clutch of the frozen sky.
Maria and I lived in the west end, we scrambled to get onto the truck. Frank was our driver and naturally Eva enthroned herself beside him in the front section keeping warm, as about ten of us sat on two wooden benches in the open back. We covered the lower parts of our bodies with heavy blankets.
Even though there was no traffic, the truck moved slowly in the heavy snow. Besides us stomping our feet and blowing our hands to keep warm, I heard no other sounds. Like most of my fellow passengers, I was in a stupor fighting sleep and I desperately wanted to go home—desperately craved my bed’s delicious warmth. Perhaps this was the reason I didn’t notice that the truck had turned from its normal route and before long, came to a complete stop on a remote street. Almost instantly, Frank came around and motioned us to get out. Given the freezing temperatures, I assumed the vehicle experienced engine trouble and he needed our help. Freezing snow was coming down hard; the icy wind shoved the snowflakes in our eyes, mouths, and nostrils. We had no idea where we were.
Then, he ordered us on the truck again. Maria was kept last, and when I reached out to help her up, Frank shoved her to the side and rushed to the front of the vehicle. Before we realized what had happened, the truck sped away. Instantly, I heard Maria screaming, ‘Panagea mou, Panagea mou!….,’ my all-holy one, meaning Blessed Virgin Mary, repeatedly. The tone of her voice, mixed with terror and appalling pain tore my heart. Grief passed through my entire body; I felt a tingling in my arms, a strangling feeling in my throat. An instinctive desire to help her gripped me, and in a fit of terrified daring, I murmured
‘God help me,’ and jumped off the truck into the immaculate snow that smothered everything.
Buried prone in the snow, I heard Maria’s anxious and trembling voice, ‘T-th-tho-mas, are you alright? Brrrr…’
‘I-th-thi-nk so, w-wh-where are we?’
‘D-d-do-don’t know,’ she replied, and helped me up. I was experiencing an excruciating pain in my lower back and head. A cough seized Maria and once she recovered from it, she burst into tears and wept spasmodically, like one who has worked hard to restrain her tears. Her whole body trembled. For a few minutes, all we could do was hold on to each other, try to catch our breath, manage the uncontrollable shaking of our chins and find our bearings. The light from the snow-capped lampposts was dim and we were disoriented in the semi-darkness. Besides the panic that came from the realization that we were lost and may not get home alive, the silence compounded our fear, a silence as profound as an all-white tomb in which nothing seemed to breathe any longer.
We followed the tire tracks imprinted on the spotless snow, hoping to find the main road we traveled earlier. We noticed that the fierce wind had dropped, as if it had folded its wings and died; the snow still came down, and in the pale light, the heavy snowflakes resembled white butterflies whirling in a stark mad dance in the air around us and beyond. And they covered everything—the entire road; the bare branches of the trees; the rooftops, the chimneys and verandas; the waste bins; and the telephone wires. Everything was white, pure and holy. If we weren’t petrified, frozen, and anxious to find help, we may have stopped to admire the magic in the white, panoramic images around us. As the snow-capped images float in my mind now, I can say that the entire scene was pure poetry. Keep in mind that we came from Greece’s sun-scorched earth just a few months ago, and we had never seen so much snow in our lives.
In silence we trekked for some time through the continuous fall of snow, which chilled the skin with a burning sensation as the snowflakes melted. We were sinking in up to our knees in the soft, cold mass, and we had to lift our feet high in order to walk, a challenging and tiring experience. We fell often. My feet were like sticks, I had no sensation in them, and I had to continuously rub my hands together but the flannel gloves didn’t protect my flesh from the freezing temperature.
The time seemed endless, but as we advanced into a wide intersection, we noticed a snow removal vehicle, with a flashing blue light. As it passed us and cleared the snow, I noticed the streetcar tracks and realized we were on Bloor Street, near Yonge (it was before the Bloor subway was built). Instantly, I grabbed Maria’s hand and started walking behind it, not only because it was going west, the route our truck normally followed, but it was so much easier to walk on the cleared road.
Then, suddenly two intense beams of light from behind signaled us to stop. We turned around and saw a yellow police cruiser; the driver motioning us to move by the side of the road. Two tall officers walked toward us. When they noticed the terror in our eyes and that we were ready to collapse, they rushed toward us and dragged us into the vehicle. Once inside, the officers gave us bewildered glances, for we must have looked like a couple of frightened snowmen. The car’s heat melted the snow on our dark clothing quickly, but it couldn’t melt away the fatigue and fear, the sorrow and loneliness, and the indignation choking us.
My English vocabulary was limited to words like
hello, please, thank you, sorry
and so on; to express ourselves, we relied on gesticulation. Once I understood that the officer wanted our addresses, I reached for my wallet, passed him a paper and stammered ‘D-do-ver-court Road.’ We dropped off Maria first on Ossington Avenue and within five minutes I was at home too.
As you can imagine, I slept badly that night, completely unnerved and haunted by sad thoughts. I sighed, and ceaselessly turned from side to side. Over and over I asked myself how it was possible for one employee to treat a fellow coworker and an immigrant from the same country with such malice. How could a human being be so creatively cruel? I was ashamed of Eva’s behaviour. Towards morning I was overcome with fatigue and fell asleep.
Within a week, I decided to take up my cousin’s offer and move to Montreal. The day I went to bid Maria goodbye, the rain had melted all the snow and the sun was bright. She also had decided to look for another job, and we agreed to keep in touch. To my dismay, she also informed me of Frank’s and Eva’s accident late that stormy night as the truck skidded off the road. They were treated for severe concussions in the hospital.
On reflection, when I’ve thought of their injuries, I remembered one of my mother’s many homilies. In her advice to me and my siblings to never intentionally harm another person, she’d say: ‘don’t try to dig someone else’s grave, for you may slip into it yourself.’
Thomas ceased speaking. Costa put out his cigarette in the stainless steel ashtray and excused himself to join Maria, who was still with some guests. Nicholas rested his stunned face in his two palms and Margaret appeared shaken trying to control her tears.
“Now, now, my dear, I told you it was not an amusing story. No need to cry, your mother survived the all white frozen route, as well as the lifelong route. On occasion, life took an uphill course for your parents, but look at them now with four sporting goods stores, this dwelling and two bright and caring children—and what an easy route it’s been for both of you.”
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