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Praise for The Feasting Virgin


 


“Whether you’re Greek or otherwise, anyone who’s been fed on
cultural identity since birth will be totally enthralled by Georgia Kolias’s
funny-yet-heartfelt, timely, and deliciously sensual debut novel. You need to read
it. It will make you hungry, in many unexpected ways.”


—Patricia V. Davis, author of The Secret Spice Trilogy
and Harlot’s Sauce


 


“The Feasting Virgin is a sensuous love letter to
Greek food that will surely make you hungry. Through sexy cooking scenes and authentic
recipes, Georgia Kolias brings the magic of food to life, showing how the heat
of the kitchen can bring even the unlikeliest of pairings together. This novel
teaches us to respect the origins of our food, encourages us to be our true
selves, and celebrates the ultimate power of love.” 


—Michele Ragussis, Celebrity Chef and Food Network Star finalist


 


“The Feasting Virgin is a miracle! I laughed and I
cried! This is Greek womanish storytelling - gutsy, magical, wise, funny,
passionate, and immersed in the irresistible smells and flavors of a good Greek
kitchen. In the crucible of Kolias’ imagination, tradition, and even the most
painful memories, can become ingredients for something altogether wondrous and
new.”


—Helen Klonaris, author of If I Had the Wings


 


 


“The Feasting Virgin is wildly inventive, both moving
and hilarious, and full of delicious surprise.”


—Nina Schuyler, author of The Translator, The
Painting, and How to Write Stunning Sentences


 


“The Feasting Virgin is fresh, sizzlingly comic and
tender at the bone. Plumbing the kind of longing that transcends the flesh,
Kolias serves up every earthly delight: Greek food, Greek family, eros
and mother love. Magical and deeply real, this is the big, fat California Greek
lesbian novel you didn’t know you were missing.


—Hilary Zaid, author of Paper is White


 


“A sensuous, delightful banquet of a book with characters as
irresistible as a batch of warm, sweet loukoumathes, dripping with
honey. Georgia Kolias serves up a slice of Greek-American culture, complete
with companion recipes, that is a welcome antidote to a time of anxiety.


—Julie Christine Johnson author of In Another Life and
The Crows of Beara


 


 


“A beautifully wrought story told through the gaze of a
woman who lightly inhabits two worlds, fully belonging in neither. With hints
of magical realism, the characters fight their  way through thousands of years
of patriarchal bonds to try and find the perfect recipe to realize their needs,
their wants, and finally, their deepest desires.”


—Susan X Meagher, Award-winning author of Chef’s Special
and The Right Time 


 


“The Feasting Virgin takes its characters on an
unforgettably sensual journey through yearning for the unobtainable and
learning to trust our deepest desires. With layered, unforgettable characters
and a clever plot twist, Georgia Kolias has tenderly rewritten the traditional
Greek Family.”


—Jordan Rosenfeld, author of Women in Red and How
to Write a Page Turner


 


“The Feasting Virgin is a novel for our time of
pandemic, when we have returned to baking and breaking bread at home. Georgia
Kolias shows us how ancient culture nourishes us, portraying the joys and
dilemmas of third culture kids. Just as when my yiayia patiently taught
me how to put together the ingredients of our cuisine, so The Feasting
Virgin imparts the recipes of the motherland translated into love, a family
breaking bread.” 


—Aliki Barnstone, Poet Laureate of Missouri, translator, critic, editor, and visual artist


 


 


For my three luminous miracles:


 


Skyler, Theoni, and Apollo.


 


Foreword


On November 7th, 2015, I lost my wife, Sandra Moran, and the
world lost a talented writer and learned scholar. Sandra was a professor as
well an author and shared her talents as an instructor and mentor at the Golden
Crown Literary Society Writing Academy. Because Sandra gave so much to the
Writing Academy, in 2016, the Golden Crown Literary Society established a
scholarship in Sandra’s name. The scholarship is given to a Writing Academy
student who displays the potential to make a significant impact on lesbian
fiction.


In April 2019, in addition to
manuscript samples from other applicants, the scholarship committee read a
sample from an early version of The Feasting Virgin. The committee
unanimously selected Georgia Kolias as the 2019 Sandra Moran Writing Academy
Scholarship recipient.


In July 2019, I was honored to
present the scholarship to Georgia. And now it is my great honor to present
this wonderful work of fiction to you.


After you read The Feasting
Virgin, I know you will agree that Georgia was the perfect choice for this
coveted scholarship. And, like me, you no doubt will be looking forward to her next
novel.


Enjoy reading The Feasting
Virgin!


Cheryl Pletcher


Ashville, NC


April 2020


 


MAY DAY


 


for Georgia


 


Spit on the ground; protect against the evil


eye. Sprinkle basil droplets from a bowl.


Bless home with amulets of blue glass. Mouth


prayers and spells and names of beloved people,


each name a breath, and save them from the lethal


germ. Bend to Earth. Weave Maia a wreathed crown


of olive branches, laurel, and wildflowers.


Picnic beneath the grape arbor. Fly gleeful


kites for the daughter’s returned to her mother.


Forget your work. Love your ingredients


more than your guest’s appetite. From air’s wild


yeast, bread will rise. After winter, you’ll touch her,


feed her tomatoes and cheese radiant


with oil, honey sweet as being with your child.


 


 


—Aliki Barnstone


The
Virgin


I’m not asking for much. Some greedy people want
money, cars, jets, or boob jobs. I just want a baby. It’s a simple wish that
comes naturally to so many women, who are then compelled by some biological
imperative to bring forth life. It seems unfair that for some women the wish is
so easily granted—or even an unwanted accident—when for others it’s a struggle.
Some of us are reduced to desperate measures, brought to the edges of our
sanity and willing to try nearly anything to make our wish come true. I know
what most people would say to me. You’re thirty-eight years old and a virgin.
You have to have sex to have a baby. But I’m not like other women, and I won’t
rely on a man to get pregnant. I would rather pray each day for a virgin birth.


How can I be thirty-eight already? Almost forty. What
do I have to show for myself? Piles of baby clothes that I have bought, and
even sewn myself, for a baby that hasn’t come. I don’t have my own home or a
big job. I stay in a guest cottage, caretaking someone else’s home while they
travel the world. I teach bored housewives how to cook Greek food to please
their husbands, and sometimes they let me watch their babies. Whatever odd jobs
I can patch together to make enough money to live.


My joy comes from planting fruits and vegetables in
the garden, watching the seedlings poke their heads up through the dirt and
bloom into glorious produce that I transform into delicious meals for one.
These hands that pray and search my body for signs of life and come up empty
are always full of ingredients: ripe tomatoes, verdant greens, sultry olive
oil, salty anchovies, and magical yeast. Cooking is the only thing I do well.
Even though I can’t get the recipe right for baking babies, I can make any kind
of dish you can think of. Just give me a request and I’ll show you what I can
do.


I was trained to be a good Greek wife from a very
young age. That means that I can cook and clean. I know how to foster the religious
life of my family, and I know how to be subservient. This last one is the most
important trait of all—learning how to honor, serve, and obey my future
husband. From the time I was a little girl my husband was already more
important than I was, even though we didn’t know who he was yet.


I remember being five years old at a Christmas party
at my godparents’ house in San Francisco. It was dark outside, and inside were
lots of twinkly lights and a big, bushy, silver tree with round blue ornaments.
There were piles of presents under the tree, and I wanted a Bozo the Clown
punching bag for Christmas more than anything. The other children and I lurked
around the tree, trying to see if our names were written on the biggest boxes.
It seemed like everything was exciting and moving fast. The men smoked
cigarettes and leaned forward, telling stories under their breath and slapping
their knees as they laughed in the living room. My nouno, my godfather,
would grab me as I walked by and put me on his lap and rub his bristly face
against mine and bite my cheek. “Tha se faw!” he would say and take
another bite. His lap was always hot, and I would squirm away feeling special
and confused. My father never smoked, or grabbed me, or bit me, and when he
drank he got mad. But the other men liked him because he told funny jokes and
gave them free steaks at his butcher shop.


The women were in the kitchen in their skinny, shiny
dresses and high heels getting the food ready. Their aprons were frilly and
clean. They never seemed to get dirty. As each dish came out of the oven, the
women complimented each other on the aroma of the lamb, or the nutty color of
the béchamel sauce topping the moussaka. My favorite was the baklava, with
chopped walnuts and cinnamon sugar tucked between crispy layers of filo and
drenched in honey syrup.


My mother made the best baklava. She and my sister and
I would sit in the kitchen and crack and shell a whole burlap bag full of
walnuts over the course of a weekend. Our fingers would turn red and hurt from
ripping open the sharp shells. But it was worth it for the freshest nuts,
creamy tan and crunchy, free of any blemishes and handpicked to remove any
little bugs. My mother always taught me to pick the best ingredients, using all
of my senses so that I could make the best food. Picking produce by color,
smell, and touch. Fish by firmness and clear eyes. Meat by bright color and
bloodiness.


Young Greek wives are often picked by reputation, and
being the best cook is second only to virginity and subservience in desired
qualities. My mother told me to make myself useful and handed me a big silver
tray. She told me to use both hands. As I walked to the living room the ice
cubes clinked against the sides of the short glasses, and I could smell the
7-Up and whiskey. I served the men in the proper order, starting first with my nouno
because it was his house and he was my godfather. He grabbed me and kissed me
again, scratching my face with his bristly face and said, “Bravo, Koukla!”
He almost made me drop the tray, but I was holding on tight with both hands and
smiling because my mother trusted me with it. Then I went to the oldest male
guest, and then the next oldest guest, and my father, and so on until I got to
the youngest man old enough to drink. They smelled like cigarettes, alcohol,
aftershave, sweat, and importance. As I was leaving the room, I noticed my nouno
blowing air into something. I stopped long enough to see that it was a Bozo the
Clown punching bag! He saw me standing there and grabbed me with his free arm,
circled it around me tight, put his finger up to his lips—“shhh! It’s our
little secret”—and winked at me. I ran back into the kitchen so fast that I
almost tripped, nearly dropping the tray.


Well, I probably don’t have to tell you what happened
next. Of course, it is so obvious. But it wasn’t obvious to me back then.
Little Greek girls don’t get punching bags for Christmas. Punching is something
that little boys do. They punch and grab and prod. Just as little Greek girls
get taught how to be good wives, little Greek boys get taught how to be strong
husbands. The boys learn how to push Bozo down, and the girls eventually learn
how to try to get back up.


That was the same Christmas I got Doll. She had a
bottle and diapers, and when I fed her, she peed her pants. Even though at
first I thought the punching bag was cooler, I came to realize that a baby doll
was the best. I could hug her and dress her and feed her and tell her what to
do. When I was mad at everyone else, I still loved her. She always smiled at me
and never yelled. Sometimes I tucked her into my pants like she was sitting in
my kangaroo pouch and hopped around the house. But then my mother would scream
at me to be quiet and Doll and I would go hide under the dining-room table and
play house.


I have tried to take good care of her, but she is over
thirty years old now. One of her eyes doesn’t open anymore, but I like to think
of her as winking at me. Her short yellow hair has gone bald in some patches
from all the brushing, and no matter how hard I scrub I can’t get some of the
gray dirt off of her face. But she has all her arms and legs, ten fingers and
ten toes.


I’ve never given these hands in marriage. I’ve kept
them for myself. I could see why someone would want a Greek wife. She’d make
you food, do your laundry, clean your house, serve you cold alcoholic drinks,
and give you her virginity. But what does a Greek husband give his wife? He
makes and spends the money, maybe throwing her a buck if she begs. He orders
her around in every room of the house. He burps after dinner and doesn’t even
notice all the care she put into picking the freshest dandelion greens or
cooking the pork chops just right so that they stay juicy and tender.


The older I got, the wiser I got. So, I thought to
myself, why would I get married to some guy who’d make my life a living hell?
Praying for a virgin birth seemed like a better bet to me than surviving the
experience of being a good Greek wife. After all, the greatest miracles can
happen when you are pure of heart.


The
Dilemma of Birth


The spiraling sensation worked its way up from
Callie’s vulva, through the small of her back, and up her spine. She swayed in
small circles, following the energy flow while releasing full breaths from
between her lips. Her body was submerged in a bright blue plastic tub filled
with warm water. Her red hair dripped with herb-scented water and sweat. Her
only cover was her freckles. Surrounding the thick inflated walls of the tub
were lit candles with undulating flames and petals from roses, pansies, and
freesia. In a clear glass vase stood a stalk of tuberose emitting a thick,
sweet fragrance and browning at the edges of the pale green-white blooms.
Twelve women stood in a circle surrounding the tub with arms intertwined, their
eyes half-closed and humming an indeterminate tune, but with great intention
and synchronicity. With each escalating moan the women began anew, starting at
a muted high pitch and slowly bringing their voices lower and louder as the
contraction took full grip. The effect was similar to that of a weight lifter
grunting, or a martial artist yelling out at the kick.


Callie alternated her position in the tub between
sitting upright with her arms outstretched, moving her hips in ever increasing
circles, and falling forward on all fours screaming. The scene was exactly as
she had planned it. All of her good friends were present, all of her favorite
flowers were scattered throughout the room, and it was nearing dawn. The only
light came from the candles and the rising sun filtering through the
lace-covered windows. She could feel her baby working with her to emerge from
her body, pressing his feet against her womb and pressing his head toward her
opening. Each contraction brought with it the spiraling sensation of energy up
and down her spine and she worked with it, not against it, as her midwife had
coached her. She had been laboring for eleven hours and was nearing the time to
push.


There was just one thing amiss, and that was the
expression on Gus’s face. She had had to convince him to go along with the home
birth and midwife, the birthing tub, having all of her friends present, and
saving the placenta. But this expression was something she hadn’t seen before.
It wasn’t the incredulous expression that he reserved for her birth plan, or
the blank expression that he exhibited when discussing paint colors for the
baby’s room. It wasn’t fear, exactly, and she didn’t flatter herself that he
was scared for her or impressed by her process of giving birth. Instead, he
seemed preoccupied. Callie had grown to anticipate Gus’s resistance to her
ideas, especially when her hippie ideas clashed with his traditional Greek
ethos. The clash arose in every discussion, every decision, from circumcision
to baby-naming.


Just a few short days ago, a very pregnant Callie had
sat in bed reading from a stack of baby-naming books while Gus sat by her side
reading The Millionaire Real Estate Agent: It’s Not About the Money . . .
It’s About Being the Best You Can Be! Callie caressed her belly,
amazed that the baby she could feel moving inside her womb would soon be born,
and she could finally look at him and hold him.


She turned to Gus. “Hey, honey . . . have you thought
any more about baby names?” she asked hopefully while flipping through the
pages of her book.


“There is only one name. Manoli,” he said with a
flourish. “That was my father’s name and that will be the name of my son. That
is how we do it.”


“But there are so many interesting and beautiful names
in the world. Why limit yourself?”


“I’m not limiting myself. I’m fulfilling something.
It’s a cultural thing. You know. You know? I’m Greek.”


“Yeah, I know. I know you feel an obligation to name
the baby for your father. That’s the way you do it. But I thought you guys
weren’t that close . . .” Callie paused, not sure whether to continue her
question. “Gus, didn’t he leave when you were a kid?”


“Callie, don’t talk about things you don’t
understand,” Gus said gruffly.


“Ouch.”


“Listen. Of course I wanted my Dad to stay. It was
complicated. But I didn’t get a choice.”


“But don’t you want to have a choice now for your son?
There are thousands—maybe even millions—of names to pick from. Why not pick a
name with a positive association?”


“Well how about we narrow it down to Manoli—or
Manoli?” He closed his book. “Sometimes too many choices is a bad thing.
Whatever my father did, right or wrong . . . it doesn’t matter now that he is
dead.”


“What about Marley? That starts with the letter M
just like Manoli. We could honor your father that way.”


“You want to honor a stoned Rastafarian instead of my
father?”


“Hey! Bob Marley was a great musician who wasn’t
afraid to speak his truth about politics and religion. He spread a message of
love throughout the world. He was also very spiritual.”


“He was still a stoner. And by the way, my father
wasn’t afraid to speak his truth about politics and religion either.” He
laughed, mimicking his father pounding his fist on the table while arguing
politics with his friends.


“Did you know that cannabis is a sacred sacrament in
the Rastafarian tradition?” she asked.


“Well then, why don’t we name him Cannabis?” He turned
toward her and fixed a tangled red curl. “What’s wrong with a good Greek name?”


“Okay. Okay. We can narrow it down to a Greek name.”
She closed the Pick a Pretty Indian Name for Your Baby book and picked
up The Greatest Baby Name Book Ever. “There are so many Greek names with
interesting meanings. How about Kosmo? It means ‘perfect order, harmony.’”


“You like harmony? Then pick Manoli. Why do you have
to make this so hard?” he grunted.


“It is hard. There are so many choices. And
he’ll have to live with this name the rest of his life. I want him to like it.
I want it to be special.”


“Picking a name isn’t about making choices. It’s about
honoring the people that raised you,” he harrumphed, giving her New Age Baby
Name Book a little kick with his foot, both annoying and bewildering
Callie.


She kicked it back, and taking a deep breath said, “Manoli
rhymes with cannoli. There. I said it.”


“What’s Cannoli?” he asked incredulously.


“Cannoli! Cannoli. You know. It’s a long tube filled
with cream, and it has a big cherry on the end. I don’t want him getting teased
because he sounds like an Italian dessert that looks like a penis!” Her face
was red and she was rubbing her forehead. “I mean, no offense to Italian
people. Cannoli are delicious. I just don’t want our son to sound like one.”


“Is that what you’re worried about?” He laughed and
pulled her in close to him. “We wouldn’t use Manoli at school. We’d use the
American version. You know, how my Greek name is Constantino, but I go by the
American version, Gus?”


“Oh.” She paused. “How do you get Gus from
Constantino?”


“Good question!” Gus laughed. “But I don’t think they
sell the Greek Immigrant Name Translation Logic Book at Barnes and
Noble.”


Callie smiled. “Well, what’s the American version of
Manoli?”


“Emmanuel. Manny for short.”


“Emmanuel . . . I like that. But what does it mean?”


“Don’t ask me. Look it up in one of your books here.”
He picked up the Millionaire Real Estate Agent book and resumed reading.


Callie riffled through The Greatest Baby Name Book
Ever until she found Emmanuel. “Emmanuel. Emmanuel means . . . God is with
us. God is with us.” She thought about their sweet baby and the miracle of him
growing in her womb, and the feeling of peace she’d experienced as he nestled
within her. With his conception she’d experienced a love that came from the
inside out, perfect and complete. No doubts, no conditions. Just pure love.


“Yes. Emmanuel. Yes. It’s perfect.”


He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. He looked into
her eyes and said, “I told you so.”


 


•   •   •


 


They had settled that debate without too much pain,
but now Callie was seeing that familiar distance in Gus’s eyes, and she wanted
to feel completely connected to him as she labored to birth their child.


“Hey, Daddy. What’s on your mind?” she managed to
pant, emerging from her labor trance long enough to whisper across the surface
of the splashing water. He looked at her intently and just shook his head.


A laboring woman is not in her right mind. She enters
a different dimension of existence and perception. And because of the extreme nature
of her task patience is in short supply. Callie didn’t have the time to tease
it out of him. “NOW! Tell me now!” With that she lunged forward and gripped the
sides of the tub and let out a scream inches from his face.


“Uh. Okay. Well, it’s just that . . .”


“Not NOW! Not NOW! Not NOW!” she spat as she began
pushing out their child.


Between contractions Callie could see that Gus was
clearly rattled. She saw him desperately reaching for the cigarette he had
hidden in his swim trunks. She could tell Gus wanted to turn his back on her as
she labored and press the cigarette to his lips, smell the tobacco, and deeply
inhale its smoke.


Callie felt the next big wave hit and she went into a
full squat, unleashing all of her energy into a push, and screaming “Gus!” She
was birthing his baby, and the least he could do was watch. She could hear the
midwife saying, “You’re doing great, you’re doing great, keep pushing, keep
pushing.”


Callie let out a huge breath and relaxed back from her
squatting stance, putting her weight onto the side of the birthing tub. The
doula wiped the sweat from her forehead and wrung cool water from a fresh
washcloth over her chest. The midwife was quietly giving her instructions on
the next big push. Her friends hovered around the perimeter of the tub with
varying expressions of joy, wonder, and fear. Some were crying from the
intensity of the experience while others looked around the room for something
to keep their minds occupied between pushes.


“Okay. Tell me now. Tell me now before the next
contraction.” She had a glazed, yet piercing look in her eyes. “I want my
giving birth to be just right. It can’t be just right with you sitting there
looking . . . looking . . .” The doula helped her back up into a squatting
position and she pushed, hard. The women hummed a low vibrating tone, and it
filled the air with a buzzing sensation. Gus rose from his crouching position
and started to pace the room. Callie watched him start for the door, then turn
back toward her, rubbing his forehead. He looked as if he wanted to bolt from
the room. Gus started to fan himself.


“Gus, you look like you’re about to faint.” Callie
gestured for him to come closer. “Are you okay?” Callie felt a lump rising in
her throat. Maybe Gus didn’t want any of this, or maybe he just didn’t want
her. Her face started to crumple with pain as the next contraction gripped her.
The midwife reminded her to relax and breathe through the pain. Callie grimaced
and asked Gus again, “Is everything okay?”


“Yes, yes. It’s okay. Okay?” Gus managed to spit the
words out, and while Callie wasn’t convinced, she had more important things to
deal with.


“Welcome!” she screamed to the baby. It was the word
she had decided to focus on during labor, as she felt the baby kicking and
fishing its way through the birth canal. “Welcome!” With that she collapsed
again against the side of the tub.


As if seeking to reassure himself, Gus repeated, “It’s
going to be okay.” The midwife turned to the women surrounding the tub and
asked them to please sing a supportive phrase for the father. She led them
through it, and they were soon singing,


“It’s okaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay!


It’s okaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay!


It’s okaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay!


It’s okaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay!”


Callie was breathing hard from the exertion of
pushing. Her eyes were puffy, and her red hair was hanging in sweaty strings.
The tub water was tinged with her blood. Callie prepared for the next big push
and started to sing with the women, “It’s OKAAAAAAAAAAAY!” The midwife took a
medium-sized green fish net and started dragging it through the water, fishing
out a couplet of small turds before the next big contraction. Callie turned her
head in time to see Gus drop to the floor in a dead faint. And before she could
say a word the midwife reminded her it was time to push. Callie moved into a
full squat and, while Gus lay unconscious, pushed their son out into the world,
a glorious little boy with a full head of red hair and his father’s eyes.
Callie leaned back in the tub of water, holding her son to her breast, her red
hair a halo of electricity framing her face, looking like a modern-day Madonna
with her child.


Into the Pot


Gus groped in the dark as if he were fighting his way
out of a wet burlap sack. The shrill screams had startled him awake.


“Callie . . . Callie . . . the baby is crying.” He
reached his arm over to nudge her awake but found the bed empty. He groaned and
rubbed his eyes, wishing the baby would magically stop crying. “Callie!” he
yelled, and the baby screamed louder. Where is she?


“Argh!” Gus reluctantly swung his bare legs over the
side of the bed and stumbled over to the co-sleeper. Picking the baby up always
scared him a little. What if he accidentally snapped his neck or dropped him?
He gently wedged his hand under Manoli’s back until he was cradling his neck in
his hand, and carefully lifted the baby’s bottom with the other hand. The baby
continued his crying, shaking the house with his desire.


“Okay, little guy. Calm down . . . calm down. Manoli,
are you hungry?” He looked around for something to calm him with, but Callie
refused to use pacifiers or bottles, preferring to deftly lift Manoli to her
breast for comfort whenever necessary. Manoli was always content to suckle her
breast, his mouth moving rhythmically, his gulps just audible. Gus had watched
them so many times, relaxing into each other and at peace. Gus felt a sudden
panic rise up his chest.


“Where’s your mama, huh?” He walked toward the door to
search for Callie, but Manoli was crying so hard his little body was shaking,
and his cries had become hoarse with fury. His need was immediate. “Oh crap.”
Gus tried to bounce the baby and pat his back. He tried walking back and forth
across the room, all the while wondering where Callie was. Finally, he wiped
his hand on his pajama bottoms and placed his pinkie in the baby’s mouth. The
baby voraciously sucked Gus’s finger, and Gus marveled that a being so tiny and
fragile could have such strength in its mouth. “Shhh . . .”


Gus was so relieved that Manoli was no longer crying
he nearly wanted to cry himself. He wiped his forehead with the back of his
hand and pushed his breath through his lips. The house was silent except for
the suck and whimper of the baby. When he looked back at Manoli, he realized
that the baby was gazing up at him, and the look in Manoli’s eyes could not be
mistaken for anything but love.


Gus inhaled, almost gasping, as if he couldn’t take
breath in fast enough. He realized that his whole life was now about that
moment. His son loved him, trusted him, and relied on him. It was no longer
about reaching over to Callie’s side of the bed when he was feeling amorous,
grasping her breasts greedily. It was no longer about staying out late drinking
a good scotch and smoking cigars with his buddies at the Middle Eastern bar. It
was no longer just about him. It was all about his son now, and the thought was
strangely terrifying and comforting at the same time.


And with that Gus knew there was no turning back. Even
though he wasn’t sure if things would ever feel quite right with Callie. He felt
guilty keeping secrets from her, but he couldn’t bring himself to tell Callie
about his mother and their phone conversation months earlier.


“Mana, thelo na sou po kati. I’m not sure how
to tell you.” Gus had clenched an unlit cigarette between his callused fingers.
His mother didn’t want him smoking, but times like these begged for a good
smoke. He put down the cigarette and pulled a humidor out of a mahogany cabinet
in his home office.


“Ti einai, pedi mou?” He could hear his
mother’s voice crackling through the telephone line. He imagined her sitting on
the veranda with a demitasse cup in front of her, turned upside down, drying
the coffee grounds so she could read the future. “What is it, my child?” she
asked in a familiar tone. It was one of motherly alarm, concern tinged with
anger.


It didn’t matter that Gus was forty-two. To his mother
he would always be a child. He cleared his throat.


“Well, you remember that girl I was dating? The
redhead?”


“E Amerikanitha? Asfalos. E Putana.”


“Mana, she is not a whore. She’s just a girl I dated.”
Gus didn’t tell his mother that the redhead was down the hall in his bedroom at
that moment, asleep in a crumpled heap of sheets that smelled vaguely of vomit.


“Listen, I just spoke with Effie Papadopoulou’s
father. He is a very wealthy man you know. He can help you. He would be a good petheros.”


Gus picked up the unlit cigarette again and squeezed
until a small break formed in the wrapping paper. “Mana, I told you I
don’t want to marry Effie Papadopoulou so I can have a rich father-in-law. I
have my own business.”


“Hah, real estate. One year up, one year down. There is
no security. Effie is a good girl. She will take care of you the way a woman is
supposed to.” Gus could hear her moving about in her apartment in Athens overlooking
the Syndagma shopping district. After living in Oakland for nearly forty
years, she’d repatriated to Greece four years earlier, leaving Gus to miss his
mother.


“Mana. I have to tell you something. I hope
you’ll be happy.” Even as he said the words, he knew that she would not be
happy. She would be furious. The cigarette lay in two pieces on his desk. He
caressed the lid of the humidor before putting it back in the cabinet. He
reached for the bottle of Johnnie Walker instead.


“The only thing that will make me happy is to see you
married to a good Greek girl and with children of your own. All of my sisters
have grandchildren. I am the only one left. What are you waiting for?”


Gus could hear her banging pots around in her kitchen.
“Mana, I can barely hear you. What are you doing?”


“I’m making lunch for the priest and his wife today. Avgolemono.
Once he tastes it he will put you in his prayers so that you can start a family
of your own.”


Gus could picture his mother moving around her small
kitchen, the phone pressed between her ear and shoulder while she prepared to
drop a chicken into a pot of boiling water.


“That’s the thing, Mana. I have news.” He was
thinking now about the tiny being curled up tight inside of the redhead’s
belly. He imagined it sucking its thumb, even though he knew it might not even
have thumbs yet. And dark hair and dark eyes like his. Surely his mother would
overcome her dislike for the mother of his child, would forgive the fact that
Callie held long-forgotten roots from various Scandinavian countries. She was
carrying his child and would soon give his mother the grandchild she so wanted.
And he would have a child, maybe a son, God willing. He involuntarily smiled,
even as his pulse found its way to his throat, constricting his speech.


“Mana, I know you want me to marry Effie
Papadopoulou, but I can’t do that right now. You see, there’s a problem. Well
not a problem exactly. It’s a good thing. A wonderful thing! A very happy tiny
thing . . .” He gulped down a shot of the Johnnie Walker. “. . . person.”


“What are you talking about, pedi mou?” Her
voice was growing harsh with irritation. She always became angry when she was
afraid.


Her tone of voice made Gus feel like the chicken she
was wrestling out of its paper wrapper, pale, pink, and goose-bumped, with its
legs up in the air. He took a deep breath and blurted it out. “I am going to be
a father.”


“Yes, I hope so. Once you are married to a good woman
like Effie. But not now. You are not going to be a father now.”


He imagined her plucking the last feathers off of his
wings.


“You will not shame me, bringing home a redheaded
pregnant putana. She is just tricking you into marrying her so that she
can get your money. Are you so naïve?”


Gus paused, holding the phone receiver in one hand and
the bottle of whiskey in the other. He felt heat rising to his face.


“I know you,” she continued. “You believe what the
pretty faces tell you. Remember what happened when that Sultana told you
she was desperate for help? Her family home was in trouble and she had to save
it?”


His mother was right. He had lost a lot of money that
time. It was a source of embarrassment that he’d been fooled into giving her so
much cash. It was supposed to be a temporary loan, but she’d left town the next
day and he’d never heard from her again.


“You listen to me,” his mother said. “I want a Greek
daughter-in-law and then I want a Greek grandchild—in that order. I don’t want
you to bring home your mistakes and bring shame on the family. You understand?”


Gus could hear the water surging as his mother grabbed
the chicken by the thigh and plunged it into the boiling pot of water.


“Yes, Mana.”


“Endaxi. I have to go now. I have a lot to do
before the priest gets here.” 


“Yes, Mana.” He had hung up the phone and
examined his hands, the hands of a man defeated. Just then, Callie had entered
his office, wrapped in the creamy sheet, and sat on his desk. She took one look
at his face and the Johnnie Walker bottle. “Talking to your mother?” she asked.


Remembering Callie that way, slender and freshly
disheveled from an afternoon in bed together with her beautiful blue eyes
looking at him with understanding and desire, brought Gus out of his memories
and back into the bedroom he shared with Callie, Manoli asleep in his arms. It
all seemed so long ago. But the problem remained the same. He had decided to
wait, to wait until whenever—to wait as long as he could. There was no good
that could come from telling Callie about his conversation with his mother. No
good in telling her that she and this child might never be accepted by his
culture. How would this woman, this wonderful and carefree we are the world
woman, ever understand the pressures he was under? How would he ever explain?
He had broken the rules, for a woman who didn’t share his world. She wanted to,
but she never truly could, could she? Could someone become Greek?


The question haunted Gus the rest of the night and all
the next day while he was out scouting properties for clients. Now that he had
Manny there was no turning back. He had to find a way to bring his two worlds
together. Arriving home, he grabbed the mail from their box next to the steep
staircase leading to the front door of his house. He slowly ascended the stairs
as he shuffled through the bills and junk mail, looking for the letter from his
mother he was hoping for but that never came. When Manny was born, Gus had sent
his mother pictures of her new grandson, hoping that seeing the baby would melt
her stony refusal to accept his relationship with Callie. He’d invited her to
come and stay with them, both because he missed her and because he desperately
wanted her punishing silence to end. He knew that he and Callie weren’t a
perfect match, but they’d had a lot of fun in the beginning, and then they had
Manny. And he was determined to be a good father to his son, a father that
stayed.


He’d never forgotten that day when his father had
left. He drove off in their old station wagon and never came back. Once in a
while he sent a comic book or a new shirt for Gus. When Gus was fourteen, they
got the call from the hospital that his father had died from a heart attack. He
never knew what his father had been thinking. Why had he really left? Whether
he’d left to get away from them or to get to something or someone better.
Whether it had been worth it.


He rubbed his eyes and fit the key into the lock. On
the landing outside the front door, he noticed a small box wrapped in brown
paper and embossed with several colorful stamps. Picking it up, he realized
that the writing on the box was very familiar, the strange looping twos, the
extra round C, the ink pen firmly and carefully pressed into the
package. It was the careful immigrant English handwriting of his mother. The
waiting was over—she had finally written! Dropping his briefcase, he tried to
rip the package open right there outside the front door, but the clear packing
tape escaped his short fingernails over and over again.


He pushed the front door open and ran up the stairs
into the kitchen where he searched for scissors. Unable to find any, he grabbed
a ten-inch chef’s knife off the block and carved the brown wrapping paper open.
Inside was more tape holding the box closed, and Gus shook his head and
chuckled as he recalled Christmases growing up. His mother would use
extraordinary amounts of tape to make it hard for him to open his gifts,
finding his excited desperation amusing. “Always the same, Mana. You
like to make it hard for me,” he laughed as he finally got the box open and the
smell of Greece filled his nostrils.


One by one he removed the objects from the box: a bag
of oregano, some of his favorite cookies, moustokouloura made from grape
molasses, and down underneath a layer of crumpled paper a pair of hand-knit
baby booties with a letter rolled up into one of the feet. “My dearest
Manolaki, please tell your father that I am coming to visit you on June 15th. I
would like a ride from the airport. Love, Yiayia.”


“She’s coming. She’s coming!” Gus yelled out into the
house. “Hey, Callie? My mom is coming!”


Callie came bounding down the stairs from the bedroom,
Manny in her arms. “What’s going on? You scared me.”


“My mom is coming! Manolaki, your yiayia is
coming to see you!” Gus hopped around the kitchen. 


“Wow. I’ve never seen you so excited.” Callie giggled.
“When is she coming?”


“June 15th!” Gus said loudly and grabbed Manny from
her. He kissed the baby’s cheeks. “Yiayia is coming!”


“June 15th?”


“June 15th! In seven weeks!”


“Don’t you have a real estate seminar in the wine
country on June 15th?” Callie asked.


“Screw it. I can go next year. We have to get ready!”
Gus laughed.


“Well, at least one of his grandmothers is coming to
visit him,” Callie mumbled as she tugged on her tube top. “You know, I’m not
even sure which commune my mom is at right now?”


Gus stopped smiling. “Maybe we shouldn’t mention the
communes while my mom is here, okay?” The last thing he needed was for his
mother to decide Callie was some weird cult hippie.


“Well, what if it comes up in conversation?” Callie
asked.


Gus started making a mental checklist of topics to
avoid while his mother was visiting. He was going to have to get Callie to go
along with it. There were so many things she’d need to learn if she was ever
going to win his mother’s approval.


“Cal? Seriously, we have to get ready.” Gus grabbed
Callie’s arm. “We have to get ready. You have to get Greek right away.”


“What?” Callie stopped smiling.


“You know, learn to cook all the Greek dishes, learn
some Greek phrases like, ‘welcome, how are you,’ etc.” Gus was getting nervous.
“And maybe get some new clothes, you know, respectable lady kind of clothes.”


“What do you mean, Gus, ‘lady clothes’?” Callie’s tone
was becoming terse.


Gus looked her up and down. She was wearing a tube
top, short denim cutoffs, thongs, and her hair plaited into two braids pulled
back behind her ears. “Oh you know, a little more respectable?”


“I thought you liked the way I dress?” Callie said
wrinkling her brow.


“I do, babe. You’re totally hot.” Gus realized
suddenly that this visit might be harder than he expected, carefully balancing
the egos and desires of Callie and his mother. “I was just thinking that, you
know, to make a good first impression, that maybe you could wear something a
little more traditionally . . . mother-like?”


“Would you like me to get some high-waisted jeans, a
pink polo shirt, and a short, carefree haircut? And some granny panties? I bet
you’d like that,” Callie huffed.


“Hey babe. Please don’t take it that way. You know how
long I’ve wanted my mom to come visit,” he said in a pleading voice. “I really
want it to go well.” Gus knew that he was asking a lot of Callie, but in that
moment he felt like an earnest little boy missing his mother, and he needed
Callie to help him. Callie softened her stance, reaching out to run her fingers
through Gus’s curly hair. “I want it to go well too. I’ll try my best, Gus. And
I’ll buy a new dress or two. Respectable ones.” She smiled.


“Thanks, Cal.” Gus drew Callie into his arms and held
her close to his chest. Manny chortled at the group hug, and Callie smiled as
she tickled his chubby cheeks. “Maybe she and I will hit it off. We could
really click, you know.”


Gus thought about his stubborn traditional mother and
her insistence on things done “the right way,” and thought, This is going to
be a disaster.


The Vision


In the dark predawn hours, in the liminal space
between dreams and reality, I kneel in an eastward-facing corner of my bedroom,
before a low table where I have carefully arranged my sacred objects. I lift
the lid of the golden incense burner and light the black charcoal. As I drop a
rock of livani onto the heat, an ancient scent perfumes the air. I carefully
arrange the flowers cut fresh from the garden into a small crystal vase. The
roses droop under the weight of their velvety red heads, and the jasmine emits
an insistent and seductive fragrance. I light the wick that floats within the
chalice of life-giving olive oil, mesmerized by the undulating flame that adds
one small source of light to the darkness. My bare knees press into the rough
carpet, and the sensation of pain keeps me centered. Everything is in place. I
make the sign of the cross and, staring up at the icon of the Madonna and child
on my bedroom wall, I pray.


For the past two years I have desperately whispered
the same unanswered request into the dark silence. My prayer is simple, yet
forged from a state of longing, an unsatisfied wish that pushes on my heart.
The scents, the smoke, the pain, the years, my fervent prayers—all of it adds
up to this moment of pure desire. I can only hope that this time God will see
me, that He will see my devotion and answer my prayers.


I close my eyes and imagine holding my baby in my
arms, as I always do. I hold my arms in a perfect cradle position and visualize
my baby, with its soft, deliciously fragrant head nestled safely in the crook
of my arm. I stay in this position until I notice my arm muscles starting to
burn. But this time something is different. My arms are tingling and heavy.
This time I can feel the warm weight of its body pressing against mine.
This time I can feel it breathing! I hold my breath so that I can feel
the rise and fall of my baby’s breath against my chest. With equal parts of
terrible hope and fear I slowly open my eyes to look down into my arms. At that
same moment the icon of the Virgin Mary is inexplicably illuminated in the
darkness of the room. Her crimson and blue robes trimmed in gold reflect the
light as she tenderly turns and tilts her head toward her baby, and then turns
to smile at me. Trembling, I am overcome with unadulterated joy and certainty.
I begin to swoon, and I fall to the ground, nearly losing consciousness. When I
open my eyes I see her kneeling over me holding her hand over my belly. I see
her lips move and I hear the words, “the right hand can perform miracles,” and
millions of sparkling particles float slowly from her outstretched hand within
a bright shaft of light toward my womb. I notice a slight pressure on my
vagina, but rather than startle I relax and let myself open. I’m certain that
the divine has entered my body and that at last my dream has come true. I,
Xeni, am a pregnant virgin.


When I regain consciousness, I grab the box of
pregnancy tests from inside of my hall cabinet. As I rip the plastic wrapper
off of the test stick I can hardly breathe. I take the stick into the bathroom
and carefully sit on the cold toilet seat. When I think I get it wet enough, I
take it to my altar. I place it under the icon of the Virgin, between the lit
wick floating in the chalice and the fresh flowers I picked this morning. It
lies there, white and plastic and lifeless, next to my sacred objects. I will
the pink line to appear. I kneel on the floor and genuflect three times before
I kiss the icon of the Virgin. Did I really see her turn her head to smile at
me? Did she really kneel over me? I felt something miraculous enter my body. I
know I did.


But everything feels cold. The air is cold. The carpet
under my knees is cold. The test stick looks like a sharp icicle. The flame
flares and dies out, despite the generous amount of olive oil that it floats
on. Even before I pick up the stick I know.


I run my trembling hands down my body, my breasts, my
belly, my thighs. I search for the changes that will show me that God loves me,
that dreams can come true. I am suspended in this moment, my breath gathered in
my chest, eyes squeezed shut. But my breasts are not sore, my belly is just
plain fat, and my thighs remain clamped shut. My nipples are dry and my throat
is choking. There is no movement in my womb, neither slight nor impatient. I am
dry and barren, a vine without flowers or fruit. A woman without purpose.


I am reminded each month when I bleed instead of
growing bigger with child. My baby dream sinks and clots into a bloody pad that
I reluctantly throw in the trash and cover with a soft tissue. My arms are
interminably empty except for my Doll. She may be the only baby I will ever
have. Maybe it’s best that way. She’ll never get sick or leave me. She’ll never
hurt me. But she’ll also never learn to cook with me. I’ll never watch her grow
up. And she’ll never be able to say, “I love you.”


I don’t know anyone who wants a baby more than me. But
sometimes I doubt that God will ever listen to me. I don’t know, and so the
rest of the time I try to think of ways that I can get myself a baby.


I wish I could just wake up and find a baby on my
doorstep or an abandoned baby at the mall. There are always women with their
babies at the mall. The mothers usually seem tired or absentminded. A lot of
times they leave their babies in a shopping cart all by themselves while they
go wandering down an aisle looking for something like a birthday card or a
blouse. Sometimes, when the mothers have wandered a few yards away and no one
else is around, I think about snatching the baby. I wonder if the child would
cry. But, if it was meant to be my baby, I don’t think it would.


One day at the grocery store I see a baby sitting in a
shopping cart. He has a nice round head, red hair, and big brown eyes. I slowly
walk by him in the cart filled with diapers, tofu, and kombucha. I look up and
down the aisle, but his mother is nowhere to be seen. I even check the next
aisle over. Then I see her—a tall, slender woman with long red hair bent over a
pile of spinach, a wilted bunch in each hand. She’s talking to herself about
something and not even watching her baby.


I reach out to touch his fat cheek. I need to feel the
soft, plump skin of a real living baby. I just lightly graze his skin with my
fingertips. It is as soft as black velvet. Like the black velvety horizon on an
ultrasound screen dotted with white stars and the shape of a baby curled up in
a deep sleep. I am so overcome with emotion that I turn my back and start to
softly cry. I hear footsteps and I know his mother has returned. Her shadow
blocks out the sun, the moon, and the stars.
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