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A Note to the Reader
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Who Wants To Be Greek? began as a warmhearted story about one young man's search for identity in one of America's most unique communities: the Greek sponge-diving town of Tarpon Springs, Florida. That story is the one you are holding now.

This English Narrative Edition presents the novel in its natural form: a single, continuous story told in English, meant to be read the way you would read any novel, beginning to end, without interruption, absorbed in the life of Giorgos Balaskapoulos and the loudly loving family that surrounds him.

A companion volume, the Bilingual Learning Edition, presents this same story in a parallel English-and-Greek format, with each passage of English accompanied by its Modern Greek translation and a phonetic pronunciation guide. That edition was designed for readers who wish to experience the story and the Greek language simultaneously, whether as Greek-Americans reconnecting with a heritage tongue, students exploring Modern Greek, or travelers preparing for a visit to Greece or to Tarpon Springs itself. If language learning is part of your purpose, the Bilingual Edition is the companion that will serve you.

In this edition, Greek words appear only where they belong: in the mouths of characters who speak them naturally, as part of a life lived in both languages. Grandmother Lenka calls her grandson by name. Father Abeiron quotes the Psalms. The bouzouki plays. No translation is provided, because none is needed. The story itself is the context, and the warmth of the culture comes through in the telling.

A note on voice: some characters in this novel speak in what might appear to be grammatically imperfect English. This is intentional. It reflects the way many Greek-American families actually speak, a mixture of American idiom and the cadences of a language that lives just beneath the surface of the conversation. To correct that speech would be to remove the soul of it.

This edition also includes the Epilogue, Giorgos' own reflections on what it finally means to be Greek, and the Bonus Chapter, a honeymoon journey to the island of Kalymnos, ancestral home of the Balaskapoulos family and the historical heart of Greek sponge diving. Both were developed for the Bilingual Edition and are presented here in full.

Now, follow Giorgos to the docks. The boats are going out, the coffee is strong, and Grandmother Lenka has opinions about everything.

Jeffrey L. Carrier

Tarpon Springs, Florida

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Giorgos slowly sauntered towards his dusk meeting with The Very Rev. Father Abeiron Vougiouklaki on the docks at Tarpon Springs. “This is the kind of man,” thought Giorgos, “That his father and mother admired.” Who else would come down from such a high place of honor at dinnertime to council a lonely teenager?

As the fading gray sunlight dimmed into the Gulf scud, vapory gray clouds driven by the sea breeze, Father Abeiron’s steps along the quayside planking echoed Giorgos’ story. No matter how wonderful the Father made life sound, Giorgos felt trapped. Unlike the crisp step of Abeiron, Giorgos’ feet dragged, and his heart sank just like the sun going behind the horizon. Here he stood in the center of the universe, the most beautiful place on earth, and all he felt was emptiness. No, worse, he felt a downhearted melancholy that pierced into the very depths of his being.

Bang!

An explosion shattered the self-pitying silence.

Giorgos spun around just in time to see his little sister Katina running for home, laughing as she skipped away. He suddenly regretted having taught her how to safely light firecrackers.

“I don’t want to go home,” he thought.

Their parents had died in a car crash in Miami. From that moment, Grandmother Lenka ran the house and their lives. But she didn't just run those of Katina, Giorgos, and older brother Sophronios, but beyond their home, too. The greater family of uncles, cousins, and aunts all answered to her.

Giorgos envied his brother. Even though he was married, Sophronios stayed at sea for weeks on end because he was a real sponge diver.

“He’s smart,” thought Giorgos, “Staying away from this place.”

Giorgos reached down to pick the pulpy remnants of Katina’s exploded firecracker from the otherwise clean wharf. He looked up to see the towering masts of his Balaskapoulos family fleet, the low-slung elegant lines of ancient Phoenician ships. These were called “tirhandils,” and were the traditional motor launches of Greek sponge divers.

“Only we’re not in the Greek Islands,” Giorgos thought, “We’re in Tarpon Springs, Florida.”

His grandfathers and his father had rebuilt the remnants of an authentic Mediterranean fleet after a red tide hit the local waters and wiped out the sponges in 2005.

“Hey! Giorgos! You okay?” called Father Abeiron from up the street. “I heard a shot.”

“Firecracker! Katina, Embrontetos!”

“You want me make influence on Grandmother Balaskapoulos? Don’t use profanity.”

“Okay, Father.”

“Yes,” Giorgos thought, “A good man.”

As the two neared each other, Giorgos hesitantly asked, “Is there something wrong with me?” He was afraid of the answer but more afraid of not knowing.

Father Abeiron paused for a minute, careful to choose his words correctly. “No, it’s your age. All boys face up to it. You’re just a little late.”

Giorgos Balaskapoulos and his larger family owned boats, curio shops, the sponge diving business, a tourist guidance center, and six or seven Greek restaurants. All his cousins worked in the extended family businesses. Giorgos begrudgingly worked for his Uncle Iordanes part-time in his curio shop. He didn’t hate it, but he didn’t like it, either.

“Don’t you like helping Iordanes?” Father Abeiron had asked.

“He spends most of the day running Chysi Imosélinos.”

“I didn’t know he actually ran the sponge diving business.”

“Father, even I have dived for sponges. Shallow water, of course. It’s in the family, it’s our heritage.”

“But you don’t want to live that way?”

Giorgos remained silent, looking down at his feet, feeling somewhere between ashamed and just plain pissed off. Instead of answering and facing the response, he said, “I’ll see you later,” and headed towards home.

At almost eighteen, Giorgos felt overwhelmed, wanting to be a great Greek like the rest of the men in his family, but also wanting . . .

what? Each time he came to this, his answer was always the same. “Den gnorízo - I don’t know.”

As he left the boats riding easily in the water, lined up like soldiers or more appropriately sailors, he wandered around for a few blocks.

As he walked, he realized again that every store in Tarpon Springs displayed sponge diving posters and stacks of free brochures that told an epic story that Giorgos knew too well.

Sponge harvesting is a unique and little-known industry that has been around since the time of Alexander the Great. Originating in the Mediterranean, it eventually found its way over to the western world and has evolved into an interesting mix of harvesting methods and locations. Sponge harvesting can be found in the Bahamas, Cuba and Mexico, the Florida Keys and along the Gulf Coast of Florida. In Tarpon Springs, on the end at the mouth of the Anclote River, diving for sponges has become the backbone of the small town and supports not only the demand for sponges but also a thriving tourism industry. Tarpon Springs sponge diving is steeped in tradition and encompasses generations of Greeks diving for, processing and selling sponges.

It all sounded very exciting and traditional, the first fifty times you read it. Giorgos had read it at least twice every day since he could read.

Eventually, he made it to the steps of Saint Nicholas Greek Orthodox Cathedral. There, as he knew he would be, sat Father

Abeiron on the top of seven steps that led up from the sidewalk. He was smoking his Greek imported Alexander Briar Pipe and showed no signs of exertion even though he had beat Giorgos there. He looked immensely peaceful and at ease in the twilight, and in his embarrassment at how he had acted a few minutes earlier, Giorgos hesitated to even say “good evening.”

He didn’t need to. Father Abeiron called out to him.

“Hey, Giorgos, come sit a minute, eh?”

With the dim light shadowing his black cassock, Father Abeiron appeared mysterious and saintly to Giorgos, although he wasn’t sure whether saints smoked pipes.

“Come. Sit, Giorgos, sit with me.”

To delay the conversation, Giorgos asked, “Do saints smoke, Father?”

“Ha! Remember June 29, 2014?”

“Huh?”

“I have hyperthymesia, the ability to recall the vast majority of personal experiences and events in my life. I had read that day from St. Paul's Letter to the Romans and caught you after service behind the cathedral smoking a cigarette. I slapped the smoke from your hand and repeated, ‘Then as one man's trespass led to condemnation for all men, and so shall it be that one man's act of righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men.’ Do you remember? You were twelve and smoking in your altar boy robe.”

“Remember, Father? I haven’t smoked since!”

“See? Don’t ask about saints smoking. We are all sinners in God’s eyes.”

“Is that why you called me up?”

“No, but you asked about smoking. Just thought I’d remind you. No, I wanted to ask if you really feel like Lenka Balaskapoulos could be, you know, not so much disturbed maybe, but possibly a little off in her head? I got that impression on the wharf.”

While the priest drew on his pipe, making an orange glow in the darkening evening, Giorgos tried to think of a kind way to put his thoughts. “I love my Grandmother but . . .”

“My Grandmother claims all life on earth was shaped by Greek thinkers long before the Epiphany.”

“Well, maybe she’s . . .”

“What I mean, Father,” Giorgos interrupted, “Is that she insists, and I mean exactly, that from 585 BC to 280 BC, from Thales of Miletus to Crates of Thebes, gee whiz, a whole bunch of years and people before Christ that included Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates, all Greek philosophers determined how life is today.”

“Son, philosophy and religion are different things.”

“Yeah, I know that, too. But she can’t say a sentence without claiming Greeks invented it. I mean, like, ‘Ya Ya, we’re getting computers in school,’ and she’ll say, ‘wouldn’t have computers if it wasn’t for the Pythagorean theorem; he was Greek, you know.’ And then, I ask. ‘What’s for dinner?’ and she says, ‘Keftedes, that’s Greek meatballs, you know.’ Bollocks, she even claims Greeks invented peace!”

“Well, maybe between wars. Last warning. Don’t use obscenities, Giorgos Balaskapoulos or I will definitely not try to help you with your grandmother. She never sounds unhinged to me, boy. Maybe you’re just tired of listening to her claiming everything is Greek, eh?”

“I promise I won’t cuss no more.”

“That’s a double negative.”

“Yeah, but it’s a Greek double negative!”

“Well, I see you haven’t completely lost your sense of humor.”

Giorgos watched Father Abeiron knock his pipe clean on the concrete steps.

“Don’t worry, Adras will sweep it up in the morning.”

“That veteran with one leg?”

“Yes, homeless guy, the bishop asked us to help. Sent him from St. Petersburg. Found him sleeping in a church. One of your uncles gave him a part-time job, and I hired him to clean the church. Lost his right leg below the knee in Afghanistan. He was decorated for bravery.”

“See, that reminds me. My Grandmother claims Greeks won World War Two by joining the allied forces in great numbers here and everywhere. She just can’t utter a sentence without claiming something’s only great because of us Greeks.”

“Your grandmother and I usually only talk church, you know.”

“But you said if I don’t swear, you’d talk about me, right?”

“Yes, I will. Persuasion is an art, not a science. You don’t want to join the military, do you? She’s very proud of Greek warriors. That’s one option for dispirited teenage boys.”

“My Grandmother says stress between the United States of America and Turkey, Greece’s longtime rival, has brought us closer. She says that makes Greeks the backbone of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. She’s proud of Greek soldiers, true. But she just can’t let anything alone without saying its hot stuff because of Greeks. I don’t know, I read at school that much of Greek society has long been suspicious of United States’ power as a result of Washington’s support for Greece’s military dictatorship during the Cold War. I also read in school that most Greeks feel some affinity with Russia, because of our Orthodox churches, and that suspicion of the United States has particularly strong roots on the Greek political left. What I read in school doesn’t jive with everything Grandmother Lenka says.”

“Look, Giorgos, go home and be nice to her. I’ll talk with her tomorrow. She won’t want you joining the military and coming home with one leg, no matter how proud she is of Greek warriors, I’m sure. That sort of makes college look better, no? I won’t suggest it as a threat, more like an attractive option, something she can feel came from her. You got to have faith in the ultimate wisdom of all grandmothers, their protective nature.”

Father Abeiron saw Giorgos’ scowl, even in the dim light, so tried to add something to lighten the mood.

“Remember, Lenka means touch of light.”

“And not lightly touched?” Giorgos smartly replied.

In the dark he couldn’t see the priest wink nor could he see the big Greek smile.

“She wants me at sea, like my brother, sponge diving, married to a nice Greek girl, making Greek babies. It would be a miracle if she let me go to college. Sometimes it seemed like a miracle if she would let me go to Tampa.”

* * *
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Katina hid behind the heavy oak front door at 200 Grand Blvd, Lenka Balaskapoulos’ huge walled home that any tourist could easily mistake for a church. Grandfather Aegeus designed and built the nearly five thousand square foot mansion in 1922 at the height of the sponge boom when maybe one hundred sponge diving vessels made Tarpon Springs the sponge diving capital of the world. He used the architectural "Masonry Vernacular" style typical of churches, a hint of the Temple of Artemision with Corinthian columns out front, and even put in seventeen stained glass windows. This had always been home to the big Balaskapoulos family, as though Aegeus foresaw the ups and downs of sponge diving. His name meant ‘protector,’ and he lived up to it for the family. It seemed as if Aegeus knew sooner or later a red tide or other blight would wipe out their fortunes. He was a thinker and even built a separate bungalow out back for his library of Greek philosophers where he would go just to think and to meditate on life.

Lenka stubbornly guarded the home on its quarter acre of precious real estate through the Great Depression. When times were bad, she fought off countless offers to turn her home into every imaginable thing, bed & breakfast, church, boarding home, medical facility, library, museum, gallery, cultural center, family care or nursing home, school, and even once a gambling den. The back yard featured two wonderful running fountains where all the many Balaskapoulos grandchildren had played.

“Never would I sell what Aegeus built,” she would say.

And that was it.

“He was a great Greek.”

The home was located within one block of picturesque Spring Bayou, where tourists watch the Manatees play. It was also within two blocks of downtown Tarpon Springs, an easy walk home for Giorgos after leaving the church.

He stepped through the gate and walked across the parking pavement. As he opened the large oak front door, a doll-sized plastic cup spilled a light shower of water from above the door on his head and face. The tiny cup bounced off his shoulder as Katina slammed the door and ran toward the kitchen to hide behind grandmother’s full skirt.

Giorgos shook his head, squinted through the dripping wet face wash. But he had an idea, and suddenly sat flat on the tile floor, rolling over with his dark tanned hands covering his wet face. He groaned loudly, as though smitten. Behind his fingers, his face grinned from the uplift after the depressing chat with the priest. He’d fool Katina. Sometimes her practical jokes backfired, and he’d make this one of those times. Giorgos thought to himself as he realized, “I guess I quit hiding my face at twelve or thirteen. It was part of being a Greek adolescent. His swarthy dark complexion marked him as Mediterranean. Ya Ya liked that, but at school, I wanted to be ‘handsome’; one had to look more light skin, more American. Maláka, here Katina comes . . .”

“Giorgos? Are you hurt? Are you all right?”

“Ohhhhh,” he let out an exaggerated groan.

“I’m sorry. It was just a little water . . .”

“Ohhhhh,” he moaned, “I can’t see.”

“What! I’ll get Grandmother . . .”

Giorgos grabbed Katina by her skirt and she ran in place, going nowhere, as he lifted her off the floor with his other hand, laughing uproariously.

“What’s going on out there?” came a cry from the kitchen.

“Just fooling around, Ya Ya!” shouted Giorgos.

“He lied,” cried Katina. “He lied.”

“Greeks don’t lie, little one.”

“He said he couldn’t see!”

“That’s true, Ya Ya,” called Giorgos, laughing. “I couldn’t see because my hands covered my eyes!”

Grandmother Lenka stormed into the living room to see Katina running in mid-air and her favorite grandson laughing like a madman. That maniacal laughter halted her in her tracks.

“Giorgos!” she shouted, “stop laughing like a hyena. We don’t have hyenas in Greek.”

He let Katina go. She ran to her Grandmother, hiding in the folds of her long skirt. Even cooking, Grandmother Lenka wore traditional Greek clothing.

“Ya Ya,” said Giorgos calmly. “You meant Greece, not Greek.”

“I know what I meant.” She pointed at the couch. “Please sit down, here on the couch, children. I have to tell you something, something serious.”

Katina sat on one side and Giorgos the other side of their grandmother.

“Uncle Iordanes called, there’s a tropical depression, likely to become a hurricane overnight, and the Coast Guard’s having radio problems, can’t reach Sophronios’ boat.”

“He’s beat a lot of storms,” said Giorgos.

“Of course, he’s a Greek man,” said Grandmother Lenka. “He’s married, got two kids, maybe another coming, he’s a real Greek sponge diver, danger is nothing to him. But I wanted everyone to know. I called Father Abeiron. He’ll say an extra prayer, and he’s coming here tomorrow.”

“He’s a wise man,” said Giorgos.

“Ha! He told me he heard a rumor you might join the army. That’s not true, is it?”

“Ya Ya, I’m at the age of decisions. I read that military service is one of many choices. You always said Greeks are the bravest soldiers.”

“You be a sponge diver like a good Greek man, like Sophronios, like your father, like your Grandfather Aegeus who built this great home from sponge diving. It’s our blood hermitage.”

“You mean heritage.”

“I know what I mean.”

She abruptly rose and walked swiftly out of the room.

For seconds, silence cloaked the room. Then he heard Katina’s tiny voice.

“Did I hurt you?”

“Naw, little one, I’m fine.”

Katina trotted off toward the kitchen. The aroma of moussaka drifted in from the kitchen and Giorgos turned what Lenka has said about heritage over in his mind. Yes, he was Greek. But also, yes, he was American. Yes, he liked sponge diving. But yes, he also felt something was missing.

“And it’s not an outright nice Greek girl, Ya!”

He thought about another uncle who, at eighty-five years old, had come to Tarpon Springs in 1904 from Greece to develop the industry. As it turns out, he would not only become a driving force for sponge harvesting but would also help in creating a burgeoning tourism industry that thrived to this day.

That uncle’s son, Giorgos’ cousin, really came into his own helping drive the industry after blight wiped out the sponge crop in the Mediterranean in 1985. The market shifted to this part of the world and the son jumped into action. From running his own two hundred thousand dollars a year boat netting business to organizing ninety-four boats bringing in fifteen million dollars, he helped in making Tarpon Springs “the sponge capital of the world” for almost twenty years.

But things had changed since another red tide hit the local waters and wiped out the sponges in 2005. The crop had recovered, but Tarpon Springs was down to eleven working boats. The industry itself had not recovered to its previous high point, but there was still demand because of the over fifteen hundred commercial uses for sponges. Retailers still wanted the sponges, and the boats would come back. Other markets such as the Mediterranean, the Bahamas, Cuba, and the Florida Keys had seen increased growth in their sales in recent years, so Tarpon Springs would, too.

The phone rang in the kitchen.

Moments later, Grandmother Lenka came quietly to sit beside Giorgos.

“It’s a hurricane.”

He hugged his grandmother to share concerns with her on the couch for a long time, praying for Sophronios, his crew, and his family.

* * *
[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





