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Chapter 1
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Fall sun thrums down on a busy marketplace in Dion, Greece. The air is rich in both aroma and sound as it streams around Cassia, a slender, aged woman dressed in flowing, brightly colored clothes. She weaves her way deftly through the crowds. Her olive brown skin glows under the warm sun and inside, she is happy.

She pops into a booth to pick up a couple pounds of ground lamb, then another for tomatoes, aubergines, and kefalotyri cheese. At each booth she doles out hugs, laughing, to the occupants. By the time she’s done, she also has a bottle of red wine, a basket of dolmades, and a ring of sesame-coated koulouri, all given gratis. 

When her grocery list has been completed, Cassia enters a temple-booth to Asclepius to pray. Inside the tent flaps is a small waiting room with an attendant on duty. She smiles at him. 

“Anastasios!” she exclaims. “How are you? How is your wife doing? I heard she had the baby finally.”

He nods. “Yes, just after I saw you last week, actually. My oldest boy came running all the way in to town to fetch me.”

“And? Girl or boy this time?” 

“Another boy.” He shrugs shyly. 

“What’s that make? Six boys now?” 

“You have the math correct, Cassia. It’s so kind of you to remember.” 

“Well, you always remember Haris’ birthday, too. It’s what we do, Anastasios. This isn’t just a town, it’s a community.” 

“You are right. As always,” he says, smiling. 

“Well, I should get inside and make my prayers so I can help Sophie with lunch. It won’t make itself. Say hi to Penelope for me, and the wee one.” 

“I will. And you to Sophie, and Haris if you see him. He’s away at college, right?”

“Well, ‘away’ is a loose term. It’s just a city over. But yes, he has his own place now, so that’s lovely.”

They hug quickly, then she turns to the interior door. 

Inside the magical space, it feels cooler by at least twenty degrees, more like a mountain temple than the middle of Dion’s busy marketplace. On the pedestal next to the entrance is a canister of pins. She sets her bags down and takes one. She pricks her finger and, finding her blood red, drops it into the bin at her feet. Affixing a prepared bandage to stop the bleeding, she proceeds further. It is easier to breathe with the sounds of the marketplace muffled. The room is bigger than one would expect from the outside, with stone walls and floors and the slow dripping of water. Snakes intertwine around the columns and there’s a statue of Asclepius as a bearded middle-aged man in the center. Kneeling down on a plush red rug in front of a wall fountain of clear water filtering down, she cups her palms and fills them with water from the fountain, then brings it up and over her brown curls.  Her voice is low as she intones her obeisance.

“Oh Asclepius, greatest of physicians, I beseech you to protect Sophie, even though she doesn’t attend your temple. She lacks faith, my Lord, but not heart; and Haris, for he lacks time but not faith. Both have good hearts and are my world, and what they lack in attendance they make up for with good deeds. Please keep them healthy and safe from the freezing disease. I ask only for them, not for myself, as I know you bestow only so many benedictions. Thank you, Asclepius.” 

She collects her purchases as she exits the serenity of the asclepia, flowing easily back into the frenzy of the marketplace. Sweat coalesces instantly in all the various crevices of her body, despite the loose clothes she wears. Her hair begins to dry, but will be plastered to her head by the time she gets home. She zigzags between the booths again, and voices call out to her as she passes. Some know her and seek her attention. Others wish only for her coin, as it is clear from her attire that she has it in abundance. She barely acknowledges them, her mind set now on returning home. She enjoys a bite of the koulouri, savoring the crunchy outside paired with the soft inside. She saves the dolmades for lunch with Sophie. 

She turns a corner and there is her home, nestled between two other buildings. It’s tall and narrow, with flowering vines trailing down the walls, and windows open to admit laughter. Cassia smiles. Haris must be home; it’s good to hear Sophie sound so happy. Inside, the downstairs is not much more than a coat closet. Cassia sheds her sandals and untangles herself from her satchel, then ascends the stairs quickly, even more eager now to arrive. She walks into the kitchen; this is the room with the wide-open windows. There are plants everywhere, spider plants and a money tree and lilies and even a philodendron, all in full bloom. 

The laughter and voices trail in through an arched entryway. She peeks around the corner, into the dining room. At the table sit Sophie, her skin pale and her nose crooked in the middle, with deep laugh lines around her blue eyes, and Haris, whose heartbreaker smile will one day etch laugh lines to match his mothers’. They are in such deep conversation they don’t notice Cassia come in. Mellow afternoon sunlight streams in through the window, bringing out the red streaks in their strawberry blonde hair. Sophie’s weathered hands cradle Haris’s soft ones, her pale skin against his slightly darker skin, and Cassia wonders what it is that brought him here today. She doesn’t intrude, instead quietly walking back into the kitchen and putting away her haul from the marketplace. She starts making lunch. She decides to save the moussaka for dinner – she is hungry and doesn’t want to wait. Instead, she pulls out some leftover chicken to make some quick gyros. As she chops the meat, she overhears snippets; “...she said I was too...” and “...I thought she was the...”; enough to gather that his latest girlfriend must have broken up with him. 

“Ah, to be 21 and dating again,” she thinks, seriously pondering the concept. She shakes her head like she’s trying to rid it of a spider. “No, I’m glad I’m not.” 

“Is that you, Cassia?” Sophie calls out. 

Too late she realizes she spoke the last sentence louder than she’d meant to. “Yes, my love. I’m about done making lunch.” She plates the food without any eye for appearance – that’s more Sophie’s thing. But they’ll still be tasty. 

“Did you see Haris is here?”

“Yes, my love. Hi, Haris,” she says as she walks into the dining room, balancing the three plates of food and the basket of dolmades before depositing them on the table. She gives him a quick peck on the cheek, then a longer kiss for Sophie. 

“Ew, do you guys have to?” Haris whines and grabs a plate of food. 

They laugh quietly and break their kiss. Cassia touches her forehead to Sophie’s and their eyes meet with a promise. 

“One would think you’d know all about this by now, Haris,” Cassia teases, sitting down on the bench next to Sophie and taking her hand.  “What with being 21 and all. Still can’t handle your moms kissing, eh?” 

“Ugh, Mitéra!” 

“Okay, okay, I’ll stop. It’s good to see you, Haris, for any reason. I take it things didn’t go well with... Esther?” 

“Claudia. But no, things didn’t go well. She broke up with me at that fancy restaurant you suggested I propose to her at.” 

“I didn’t suggest you propose! I simply said that’s where I took your mom after I proposed to her. Did she break up with you before or after you proposed?” 

“After.” He sighs and buries his head in his hands. Muffled, he continues. “She said I’m too needy. That it was too quick.”

“How long had you been together?” 

“Six months!” He almost shouts, then gets quiet. “That’s a long time! Isn’t it?” 

Cassia shrugs and Sophie snickers. “For some, it is, and others it isn’t.” 

“You two were only together a month! How did you know that Mom was the one, that she’d say yes?” 

Cassia shrugs again. “I didn’t know she’d say yes. But I knew the moment I saw her I’d never love anyone else again. Waiting a whole month dating her felt like torture, when all I wanted to do was get married, move in together and start a family. But I didn’t want to scare her off...” 

Cassia and Sophie share a smile, remembering. 

A moonlit night, a quartet playing a kantada, at a party by the ocean, too many people but even so, two pairs of eyes meet across the expanse, and like the gravitational pull of a meteorite to earth, are pulled toward each other, orbiting and finally colliding. 

“Hi,” the Greek one says. “I’m Cassia.” 

“Hi,” the American one whispers. “I’m Sophie.” 

And so, it began. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2
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Cassia stands at the balcony doors, looking out across the rooftops through sheer blue curtains. The city at night seems a different beast than the one during the day, its lines softer and more nuanced. Some windows have light streaming out, from a candle or a gas lamp, but most of the city is cloaked in darkness. She likes to imagine the lives going on behind curtains, past closed doors. Are her neighbors happy? What are their struggles? She sighs, and turns to pick up a glass of Moscato from the side table. Her nightgown flows with her as she moves, its white lace delicate. She’s had this nightgown for something like thirty years, having picked it up not long after she and Sophie got married. She sits down in the armchair by the window and sips at her wine. 

Sophie enters from the bathroom, carrying a small gas lamp and setting it down on the bedside table. Its soft light reflects off her light pink silk pajamas. She watches Cassia for a few moments, love in her eyes. Finally, she speaks softly. “So... Dating me was torture, eh?” 

Cassia looks up from her reverie and smiles as she takes in Sophie. “Yes and no. Waiting to marry you was torture. The dating part was nice enough, as dating goes. I have enjoyed making a life with you far more.”

Sophie smiles, leans against the bed post. “Good answer. You always know how to charm me. Tell me more.” 

“I never did care for the rush of dating, the anxiety of whether they liked me. I have enjoyed greatly spending our days together, the miracle of the Gods giving us a son together, and watching him grow up with the best and worst of us both. I wouldn’t trade it for any of the excitement of dating.”

Sophie nods in understanding. “I think that’s what Haris wants. He’s seen us be so happy together. He craves that deep connection we have. Did we do a disservice to him somehow?” 

Cassia sighs and drinks the last few sips, then sets the empty glass down on the side table. “You don’t have to second guess every parenting move or decision, my love. He’ll find the one he’s looking for eventually.” 

“How do you know for sure?” 

“Because, like him, I once craved that deep connection, that bond, and I thought I’d never find it. But I did. I have found my one love.” She crosses the room to Sophie. 

“And what do you intend to do with her?” Sophie asks, coy. 

She trails her fingers lightly up Sophie’s bare arm to her shoulder, up her neck, along her jaw and finally ending at her lips. “Kiss her senseless, obviously.” 

Sophie moans against Cassia’s mouth. When they break the kiss, she asks breathlessly, “Is that it?” 

“Not nearly.” Cassia leans in and kisses Sophie again, deeper this time. She runs her fingers through
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