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Praise for

Fish Out of Water


“In this portrait of Metaxas as a young man, deeply serious matters exist most comfortably with great wit and maximum humor. As enjoyable as it is to follow him from birth through the fog of his twenties and into the sunlight at their end, you will see that you have also painlessly embraced a wonderful complexity. Even the title represents multiple meanings woven throughout the book that are, as in the solution to a mystery, unified and made clear at its end. I read it in the sunshine, which was entirely appropriate.”

—MARK HELPRIN, New York Times bestselling author of many books, including Winter’s Tale and A Soldier of the Great War

“Eric Metaxas [is] one of our nation’s most brilliant and morally serious public intellectuals.”

—ROBERT P. GEORGE, McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence and director of the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions at Princeton University

“Metaxas is a major writer. Not to be missed.”

—DICK CAVETT, legendary American television personality

“This memoir of one of our best writers’ coming of age is a beautiful thing: deeply intelligent, spiritually acute, and laugh-out-loud funny.”

—BRET LOTT, bestselling author of fourteen books, including Jewel, an Oprah’s Book Club selection

“A wonderful story wonderfully told. Eric Metaxas knows how to tell complex things simply and serious things with lively wit. He is that rare and delightful being: a terrific writer with something important to say.”

—ANDREW KLAVAN, international bestselling author and two-time Edgar Award winner

“The story rolls along and carries us with it, hilarious and heartbreaking by turns, vivid and contemplative, and regularly touched with poetry. Eric Metaxas is a brilliant communicator.”

—FREDERICA MATHEWES-GREEN, Orthodox Christian author and speaker

“According to Dostoevsky, when Russian boys meet, they talk about God. Reading the book by Eric Metaxas, I felt the author and myself as such Russian boys. His youth was spent in the U.S.A., mine in the U.S.S.R.—countries, to put it mildly, that are very different. Despite this, we are remarkably similar. This concerns our first literary impressions (special thanks to ‘Werther’!), our first own discoveries, and most importantly, what are commonly called ‘universal values.’ Only good books create unity between author and reader—wherever each of them may live. Fish Out of Water is such a book. It sparkles with wonderful humor. This only happens with the most serious books.”

—EUGENE VODOLAZKIN, author of Laurus

“Truth really is stranger than fiction—stranger, less predictable, often (though not always) funnier, and weirder. Reality is not fastidious and doesn’t pay any attention to opinion polls. Hence the appeal of this memoir by Eric Metaxas, an account of his formative years: a zany tale of literary aspirations.…”

—JOHN WILSON, former Books & Culture editor (1995–2016), contributing editor for the Englewood Review of Books, and senior editor at the Marginalia Review of Books

“With his inimitable intelligence and wit, Eric Metaxas recounts his formative years as a first-generation immigrant, the crucial development of his ability to think for himself rather than following the herd, and the process of learning to follow his heart and mind wherever the truth leads.…”

—JILL LAMAR, former editor-in-chief of Henry Holt and Company and curator of new titles for Barnes & Noble

“A delight! Eric Metaxas has crafted for each discerning reader a personal gift: A richly detailed, lovingly remembered American story that faces squarely serious issues to which every one of us should attend. From the struggles of immigrant families to bullying in school, from the trauma that victims of war and totalitarianism carry to the hunger for meaning that postmodern students face in college, Eric uses his own experience to illumine enduring, important questions. He does so with humor [and] moral insight.…”

—JOHN ZMIRAK, editor at The Stream

“How do brave men advance through adversity with courage and then summon courage from the rest of us? Read Eric Metaxas’s artfully scrappy memoir to cultivate courage and meet the public intellectual behind the books that we love. This memoir stands as a beacon to a world lost to us, and casts a tractor beam to a future which demands virtue, bravery, courage, and personal sacrifice….”

—ROSARIA BUTTERFIELD, author of The Secret Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert
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This book is for my father and mother,

and for Charis Conn, who swan-dove into the

period at the end of the sentence God wrote for her

and emerged in His presence in Heaven



Author’s Note

One night in the summer of 1988 I had a dream. It was so powerful that it changed my life utterly and forever. Although I’m essentially the same person I was before the dream, it was so unprecedented and otherworldly that it’s perfectly fair to say I’m also not at all the same person I was before. Please understand that this was an actual dream; it happened while I was sleeping and unconscious. And I think that what the dream really did—and did astonishingly exquisitely and brilliantly—was make sense of my life up until that point. But in doing that, it has also made sense of my life going forward; it has lent deep meaning and purpose to my life ever since. There is no hyperbole here. Eternity broke into my life while I was sleeping and worked its ways backwards and forwards, making sense of the past and the future. I’m afraid that for you to appreciate what I’m trying to say you need to know the story of my life until the dream happened. This is that story.



Introduction

It was February 2, 2012, and I was at the podium at the National Prayer Breakfast in Washington, D.C., eight feet away from President Barack Obama, who was politely giving me his rapt attention in that monstrously vast Hilton Hotel ballroom outside of which President Ronald Reagan was shot by a man1 inspired to his assassination attempt by a woman with whom I once danced at Yale.

Next to the president on the dais was the first lady. Near me was Nancy Pelosi, and right next to me was Vice President Joe Biden, with whom I had been chit-chatting uncomfortably, seriously tongue-tied by a combination of three hours’ sleep and a knowledge of him unfairly compromised by the hysterical articles about him in the parodic The Onion, in one of which, shirtless, he washes his “awesome” Camaro in the White House driveway, horrifying the president yet again.

I had previously backstage-kidded with the Speaker of the House. It was my wife’s birthday, and she had begged me not to point her out in the audience. In fact, she shyly chose to sit not with me on the dais, but with my parents and daughter in the crowd. Yet I thought I might have her cake and eat it too by pretending that the Speaker—who was on the dais—was my wife. I would mention my wife’s birthday and point to the Speaker, and she would stand and acknowledge the crowd as though she were my wife, and it would of course be comedy gold. I tried to make the joke clear to the Speaker backstage so she would know how to play along when the killer moment presented itself, but when at the podium I said it was my wife’s birthday, gestured to the Speaker and said, “Please stand up, sweetie,” she only smiled confusedly as though we had never spoken. And the historic moment passed. Directly in front of me as I gave my speech about twenty feet away was Hillary Clinton, whose gaze made me think she felt compelled to be there and had spent her life doing dutiful things like this, and I felt sorry for her and hoped and prayed something I said might break through and touch her somehow.

When in my speech I jokingly and shamelessly handed the president a copy of my biography of the German pastor and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer—and then, larding on the goofball shamelessness, did the same with my William Wilberforce biography, saying I knew he had a lot of time on his hands on long plane rides and was probably looking for something to read—the president dutifully held Bonhoeffer up for the cameras, and nearly instantly the wire services sent that photo around the world.

I thought it might be appropriate to close my peroration by leading the crowd and president in singing the first verse of “Amazing Grace” a capella, since most people know the lyrics. I was inspired in this by Garrison Keillor, who had moved me greatly when he did this at the Boston Opera House in 1985, as I explain in this book. And so we sang that happy verse—and to my great joy it was nearly as magical as I had remembered it being all those years before, with the a capella harmonies of that sweet melody being as transcendent as harmonies sometimes can be, as though they are harmonizing the very souls of the singers themselves, uniting us with each other on that frequency where truth and beauty and goodness live, and doing more than we can see or feel as we join in singing them—and then I sat down, and then the president spoke, and then it was over.

But as the president was leaving, I realized the White House photographer had not taken any pictures of me with the president—which I certainly had hoped for—so when the president came down from the dais to say goodbye to each of us I pulled out my phone, planning to take a selfie. But before I could do this the eternally avuncular vice president forcefully and graciously intervened, taking my camera and himself taking the picture of me and the president, which picture I cannot help but treasure, though I treasure even more the picture I found some weeks later, which the White House photographer had indeed troubled himself to take. It was of the vice president taking my picture with the president.

Of course the question becomes how I had gotten onto that stage in the first place, and this book means among other things to be an answer to that question. I might say I had gotten there by writing my biography of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, which unexpectedly became a bestseller the previous year, drawing me to the attention of those who invited me. But one might still wonder how I came to write that book. And I could answer that by saying I had a dramatic experience in the summer of 1988, around when my friend Ed Tuttle gave me a copy of Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship. But one must still wonder how I came to that place in 1988 where I was open to reading that book and thinking about what Bonhoeffer writes in it regarding what we might call the meaning of life.2

In any event, I think I must begin the story before the beginning, before I began to exist in the darkness of my dear mother’s womb, and before I was banished therefrom into the bright brokenness of our mysterious and meaning-haunted world.
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1 President Reagan’s would-be assassin, John Hinckley Jr., had a copy of The Catcher in the Rye in his hotel room.

2 Who has not at some point longed for meaning? Can such a person exist? By meaning I of course mean meaning in our own lives personally, but also the meaning of life in general, or the question of whether there is such a thing. This does not mean every one of us is aware of such longings or questions, but I do know that I myself became aware of such longings at some point much as someone becomes aware of being awake after having slept. I suppose the circumstances of my life conspired in such a way that I was obliged to attend to this question, perhaps against my own wishes. So this book is really the story of those unfolding circumstances; and you will of course judge for yourself what to make of it, if anything. If my own life is any indication, many of us prefer to drift along without paying much attention to these longings, feeling it’s emotionally or socially safer to bat them away and keep moving. Perhaps we fear these questions have no good and satisfying answers, or may even have horrifying answers, so to ask them too insistently is to look for trouble. And who hasn’t known people who seem to have all the answers to such questions—and are often especially annoying, if not plainly nutso? So is it really surprising that we might prefer to avoid these questions?

In any event, it happened that I was eventually unsuccessful in avoiding these questions, or was even shoved along toward them. But to my deepest surprise—and certainly to my own shock, which remains perpetual—I discovered certain answers I was previously sure could never be found, even if they existed, which I suspected they did not. So it is precisely and only because I know I cannot take credit for this that I am able to tell my story, and to tell it as much as possible precisely as it happened. I have also become convinced that my story unfolded less for me than for some others who dare now and again to wonder whether we might ask questions about—or even of—the universe in which we never asked to exist, but nonetheless discover ourselves existing.

In other words, I believe my story unspooled as it did so that I might tell it, so that whoever wishes to might come along for the ride and themselves see what I am sure I didn’t deserve to see, but nonetheless saw. I further believe that in relating these events as honestly as I can the perfect specificity and parochialness of it may open onto a universal, perhaps as a black hole may open onto another universe—or at least onto something that, if not quite universal, is nonetheless large enough to include others such as those who are reading this. So I believe that in surrendering to the naked subjectivity of my own story I may be able via the art of art to overcome the perennial divide between us, and magically by it lend both of our stories something not invaluable. So although the telling may be mine, I believe the story itself is actually for you.

So this book is the answer to that final question more than any other. In some ways it is a bildungsroman, and in another a picaresque novel, although the characters are real and the events are as written.




CHAPTER ZERO Omphalos

I AM AN AMERICAN, the son of immigrants. My parents came to these golden shores separately in the great American 1950s, after the war that had ravaged their continent had spent its wrath.

My father came here from Greece in August 1955, aged twenty-eight. His family had lived on the Ionian Island of Cephalonia since 1453, when Constantinople fell to the Turks. In the 1670s our ancestor Iakomos Metaxas settled on the land that is still ours, though what belongs to us has dramatically diminished, this being due—at least in part—to my great-grandfather, Othon Metaxas, leaving his wife and four children in the late 1880s. His three daughters were teenagers and his son—my grandfather Yiannikostas—was ten. His mother, the countess Maria Metaxas (née Zthrin), sold off parts of the land so he and the three girls could continue with their education and have dowries sufficient to marry within their class, a goal in which all succeeded. But my grandfather was obliged to help by going to sea as a cabin boy when he turned twelve. That was in 1890, and for the next forty-two years he circumnavigated the watery part of the world innumerable times, eventually rising to become the captain of his own ship. He only returned home periodically, during which episodes he married my grandmother Regina (née Vergotis) and fathered their sons: Panagis—called Takis—in 1919; Othon in 1922; and my father, Nikolaos, in 1927.
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My grandfather, Yiannikostas Metaxas, circa 1910



As the story goes, Yiannikostas (my grandfather) became engaged to a woman rumored to have been seen with another man while Yiannikostas—who had already purchased their marriage bed—was at sea. When the news reached him, he ended the engagement and soon afterward was visiting friends in Argostoli who urged him to find another bride when, just across the street, staring from their window, he saw identically attractive twenty-one-year-olds. The twins were of a good family and had been raised in the “proper” way, with English, French, and piano lessons. And their father, who had died that year, was the renowned author and educator Panagis Vergotis.

My dashing thirty-eight-year-old grandfather said that “the one on the left” appealed to him. Her name was Angeliki, and she was called “Kikí.” But his friends knew Kikí was then corresponding with a devotee of her father’s work; the budding relationship seemed promising. “Then I’ll take the other one,” he replied. And so it was that he and Regina—called “Renee”—were soon engaged and married.

When my father was born in 1927—on what thirty-six years thence would become my own birthday—he was unable to digest his mother’s milk. The only solution to this potentially fatal problem was to locate a lactating donkey; and so Yiannikostas searched far and wide before finding one, and it was that particular ass’s milk that enabled my father to survive and my own life to become possible.

Because he suffered from asthma, which the sea air was thought to exacerbate, Yiannikostas retired from his captaincy in 1932. My grandmother Renee lived with their three children in the capacious villa in Argostoli from whose window she and Kikí had looked out nineteen years before, and which had been the Vergotis family home throughout the previous century. But now when Yiannikostas returned from the sea for good, he and Renee would live apart, though the reasons for this are unclear. She would remain at her family’s villa with Takis and Othon, then in school—and with her unmarried sister Kikí and their mother, Eleni—while Yiannikostas would settle in the distant village of Mavrata, where the Metaxas family had been for two and a half centuries in their own impressive villa. For company he would take my father, then five, who recalls those years with his own father as the happiest of his life.

When he went into the village kafeneion to play cards, Yiannikostas always took my father along, who remembers that the cards were so worn they no longer had corners, and whenever Yiannikostas won he celebrated by rewarding my father with a demitasse of cooked chickpeas—stragalia, as they were called. One summer afternoon Yiannikostas was taking a typical Cephalonia siesta, but my father could not sleep. So he slipped into the yard, where he climbed enough trees to catch five or six cicadas with his little hands, imprisoning them in a cardboard cigarette package. After his labors he lay down again with his father—having put the package inside his buttoned shirt for safekeeping—and fell asleep. But when he awoke, he realized that the clever insects had escaped to every unknown corner of the house, from which they broadcast their punishing prehistoric racket for many days. But my grandfather was not angry. He obviously took delight in his Nikolaki.1 Once when they visited relatives in nearby Katelios, Yiannikostas asked his son to sing something, and when my father proved too shy to do so, suggested he simply sing from the next room, where no one could see him. So my father went to the other room. But when the adults heard no singing for some time, my grandfather went into the room himself and discovered an open window, from which the disinclined songbird had cleverly flown the coop.
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Takis, Nikos, and Othon, 1929



Traveling from Mavrata to Argostoli in the thirties meant boarding a run-down but roomy 1923 Chevrolet, which passed for a bus and made the thirty-two-mile roundtrip each weekday. The roads were unpaved, so everyone could see this car coming from a very great distance because of the tremendous cloud of dust it kicked up. Most of its battered exterior was eventually replaced with scraps of lumber, and children might be forgiven for thinking that the whole thing—engine and all—had been carved from a single block of wood. Young passengers were sometimes obliged to ride standing on the running boards, although the old motor’s power was such that when they came to the long hill on the return journey, just before St. George’s Castle, everyone had to get off and walk.

One day in January 1938, my grandfather made the trip into Argostoli alone, leaving my father in the care of a neighbor. Late that afternoon, while playing in the street, my father heard the discordant and warped-sounding dang… dang… dang… that is the dirge of church bells in that part of the world. As the ominous sound cast its vulture’s shadow over his head, my father looked up and saw a woman in a window calling to her neighbor across the way, asking in what he still imitates today as a plaintive and ghostlike voice: “Pios pethane?”, meaning “Who died?”
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My father, 1938



And then the unforgettable response: “O Yiannikostas! O Yiannikostas pethane!” This was how my ten-year-old father learned that his own father had left the world.

So my father returned to Argostoli now, to live again with his mother and two teenaged brothers. But when war came to Greece in October 1940, he again returned to the rural environs of Mavrata, this time to live with his grandmother Eleni and his Aunt Kikí. The following May they looked up to see descending out of their own Greek blue sky a frightening host of Italian paratroopers, come to occupy the island.

Days later, one knocked at the door. He was visiting every house in the village to see that no one was hiding weapons. But on spying a small Greek flag in a vase in the entrance hall, he demanded in Italian to know whose it was. My father—then a skinny thirteen-year-old—answered in Italian: “Mio.” The soldier slapped him across the face, knocking him to the ground, then grabbed the flag, broke it in two, and threw it to the floor. My great-grandmother—in the Italian she had herself learned seventy years earlier from her brothers who had gone to the universities there—brusquely spoke to the soldier. “Were you not taught to love your country’s flag when you were a boy?” she asked. The soldier turned on his heel and left.

This extraordinary woman—Eleni Vergotis (née Tsitselis)—was the principal influence on my father’s life. She was born in 1853 and lived to one hundred, dying just months after the 1953 earthquake. My father says the village children often gathered to hear her stories and recalls that at the end of her life, possessing but a single tooth, she ate only boiled greens such as Swiss chard or dandelion greens—or amaranth, which they call vlita.

Eleni had been married in the 1870s to the scion of the wealthy Charetatos family who lived in Lixouri, across Argostoli Bay. She became pregnant three times, but each of these ended in a miscarriage. Desperate for an heir, she and her husband then traveled to the capitals of Europe in search of a cure—and at last having found one, gratefully returned to Cephalonia, where Eleni became pregnant a fourth time. But during this fourth pregnancy her husband died unexpectedly. It was a terrible blow, but at least according to the laws of that time Eleni was entitled—as the mother of her late husband’s heir—to remain in the Charetatos home and be financially secure throughout her life. In the eighth month of the pregnancy, however, while at the top of a staircase, she happened to trip on the hem of her long skirt and fell down the stairs. A doctor was summoned and the child was soon delivered, stillborn. My father has often said that if the child had drawn a single breath outside the womb, as determined by the doctor, it would legally have been considered an heir, and Eleni would have been allowed to stay. She convalesced in Lixouri for a time, but after a month, knowing she must go, packed her things and returned alone to her parents’ home in Argostoli.

Her brother, the historian and scholar Ilias Tsitselis (1850–1927), had a good friend named Panagis, whom she came to know and eventually married. And then, many years after her fourth ill-fated pregnancy, she unexpectedly became pregnant for a fifth time, and in her forty-third year bore a pair of healthy twins, Regina and Angeliki.2

My father was not nearly as close to his mother as he was to his Aunt Kikí, with whom he spent the five years in Mavrata during the war, missing all of high school and having to make it up afterward. Even after the war, the Greeks continued fighting, this time in their own civil war against the Communists. In the early fifties my father served in the Greek navy and then briefly lived with his mother in Athens. But in August of 1953 a series of extraordinarily destructive earthquakes struck the island, killing almost a thousand people and leveling nearly every building. My father quickly traveled there to salvage what he could from the destroyed home in Argostoli, but most of it was lost. He recalled stepping off a navy ship to see the unspeakable chaos and destruction, and to meet his best friend Tassos Grigorakis as if for the first time, obviously undone by what he had witnessed, looking “wild” and permanently distracted. Others who knew him saw him stepping off the boat and greeted him almost as a “messiah” come to save them in their darkest hour. He carried a canvas tent that he had bought in Athens to give to Kikí and his centenarian grandmother, who were sleeping on cots outside. They slept in this tent until November, where his grandmother finally slipped into the next world. As it happened, it was because of this earthquake that the United States agreed to receive a number of Cephalonian refugees, enabling my father to come to New York in August 1955, where his elder brother Takis was already living.



MY MOTHER came to New York from Germany in 1954, aged twenty. Her mother’s family had lived in the village of Großstoebnitz—south of Leipzig—for centuries. My grandmother Gertrud was the thirteenth of seventeen children born to Minna Grosse (née Krug), and often told me that they were so poor that all the children worked, no matter how young. Before and after school the youngest took in what she called “piece work,” which entailed simple tasks, like putting the bristles in toothbrushes, while the older girls worked as maids for nearby land-owning farmers. My grandmother’s father, Otto, was in charge of just such a farmer’s horses. But during the winter of 1912, when my grandmother was seven, he died. “How I cried!” she said to me, so many times, recalling how the village’s volunteer fire brigade beautifully played their brass instruments behind the horse-drawn bier carrying her Papa through the snow to the old church. A few years later two of her four brothers were killed in the First War, and two decades later a third was killed in the Second, which would also claim her husband, Erich.

My grandfather—for whom I am named—was killed while riding on a train to the Russian front on April 4, 1944. It was blown up by partisans near Lviv in Ukraine, where his bones lie still. He had an older brother, Charles, but his parents divorced when he was two, and we know little of them, but we know that his paternal grandfather was Emil Phillip Kraegen, a pianist and music teacher at court in Dresden, who there met and in 1849 married Mathilda Fenton of Berwick-upon-Tweed, Scotland, who was governess to three young Russian princesses.3 Emil’s father, Karl Phillip Heinrich Kraegen (1797–1879), a music teacher and celebrated pianist and composer, was close friends with Robert Schumann, whose wife, Clara, taught piano to Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s maternal grandmother, the Countess Kalkreuth.
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My mother in New York, 1954



My mother often recalled the horror of her mother’s shrieking when she received the unthinkable news. My grandfather had been quietly opposed to the Nazi regime and even dared to listen to the BBC, pressing his ear against the radio speaker, lest he be discovered and sent to a concentration camp. A close family friend under whom he worked at the Altenburg sewing machine factory had managed to keep my grandfathe out of the war until 1943, an extraordinary feat. But at last he had to go. My grandmother recalled that he wept the night before leaving and a year later, aged thirty-one, he was killed. My mother was nine.

The years after the war were far harder for my family than the war years themselves. My mother recalls once returning from school to see her mother weeping because she had no food to give her girls; and if not for the care packages sent by our Tante Ella—who had gone to New York in 1930—they might not have survived. That my mother and father both experienced the war and real hunger, and the childhood deaths of their fathers, would forever bond them to each other, and each had innumerable tales of the horrors and privations of those times. My mother said that for a time her best friend Brigitte shared a pair of shoes with her mother, such that only one of them could leave the house at a time.

When the Russians had fully occupied what became East Germany, my mother found the Communist propaganda in school unbearable—so much so that in 1951, at age seventeen, she and a friend took the great risk of leaving their families to attempt crossing the border into the West. She succeeded, but not without some trials, and two years later was joined by my grandmother and aunt. When in 1953 Tante Ella visited West Germany, she asked my mother whether she wanted to come to New York. And months later my mother did just that, boarding the MS Stockholm in August 1954.4 Upon arriving in New York she stayed with Tante Ella and days later joined the ranks of the immigrant domestic help, taking a kitchen job in the magnificent townhouse of the Whiteman family on East 65th Street.
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From left: My Aunt Eleonore, my grandmother Gertrud, my mother, and my grandfather Erich



My father also lived in Manhattan in the fifties, working as a busboy at Neptune’s Corner on Broadway, and then as a waiter at Howard Johnson’s near Radio City while also taking English classes. If this weren’t enough, he was also for two and a half years enrolled at RCA Institutes, taking classes in the mornings and hoping for a job in the burgeoning field of electronics. He often told us of his struggle to get ahead, sometimes carrying home huge jars of cold coffee from the restaurant so he could stay up through the night to study for a morning exam. And he recalled with laughter the small humiliations of being new to the language, as when—at Howard Johnson’s—he delivered a Scotch on the rocks to the perplexed customer who had ordered a butterscotch sundae. He also said it was his duty to return the live lobsters displayed on ice in the window at Neptune’s Corner to their tank at the end of the night, placing them on a vast tray that he carried at shoulder level, and recalled that one Houdini among them one night, having slipped its rubberized bonds, promptly seized his nearby ear, causing such pain that he dropped the entire tray.5

It was in the fall of 1956 that these two fatherless immigrants met in an evening English class on First Avenue, in what was then the Julia Richman High School. And that December they had their first date, visiting Teddy Roosevelt’s birthplace on East 20th Street, which patriotic fact I will always treasure, the star-spangled specific that swathes the first happy moments of my origins.
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1 The Greeks often add the suffix “aki” to names to create an endearing diminutive. The standard diminutive of my Uncle Takis’s name “Panagis” is therefore “Panagakis,” but his “Takis” is taken from the yet further endearing “Panagiotakis.”

2 My father said that his mother and aunt—as was the custom with other women of their generation—guarded the actual year of their birth utterly, but if pressed hard enough by the right person might with tremendous reluctance allow that it had been “1900.” It was not until 1975, after his mother’s death and not long before Kiki’s, that my father received a letter from his aunt, confessing the actual date as 1896.

3 These were Maria Sidonia (b. 1834), Anna Maria (b. 1836), and Margarete (b. 1840).

4 Two years later it collided with the Andrea Doria, which sank off Nantucket, killing forty-six passengers in one of the worst maritime disasters of the twentieth century.

5 Only during the writing of this book did he reveal to me the existence of the permanent scar from this epsisode, sustained some sixty-five years earlier.




CHAPTER ONE I Am Born, Etc.

The evening before I was born, my parents1 took a walk to Astoria Park; and as they began the journey home my mother felt her water beginning to break. They quickly hailed a cab, but not quickly enough, so that her water broke in the back seat, embarrassingly flooding the taxi. Once home they grabbed her overnight bag and walked the three blocks to Astoria General Hospital where at 8:08 the following morning—my father’s thirty-sixth birthday—I took my first breath.

Our apartment was two blocks from the “El”2 and a block from St. Demetrios Greek Orthodox Church, where months later I was fully immersed in the waters of baptism contained in the ornate golden font used for this ceremony. Across the alley lived a woman named Mrs. Smith, to whom I have an earliest memory of waving when my mother or father held me to the window. The other memories from these months are of being weighed on the pediatrician’s horizontal scale, and of two black knobs on each side of my carriage, and of the oversized pastel-colored plastic keys hanging overhead.

My father often said our apartment was depressing, that “just to see a piece of sky” you had to stick your head out the window into the alley and look straight up. Seventeen months after my birth my brother, John, came into the world, after which we happily moved to 91st Street and Northern Boulevard in Jackson Heights. For twenty-eight hundred dollars my parents bought a small two-bedroom on the fifth floor of a six-story high-rise in a three-block development of identical red brick buildings, three per block for three blocks, with benches and trees and playgrounds between them.

My father took the El to work, returning precisely at five, when we ate dinner, after which he played with me and my brother in the living room. Sometimes he smoked a cigarette, but this would end soon. But as is typical of most children’s earliest years, my main memories are of my mother, whose love for me was a palpable undergirding presence.

She and I often looked together out of the window in the bedroom I shared with my brother. Once, as we did this she held my hand and said, “Eric, do you feel that?” And I could feel the blood pulsing in our clasped hands. And because I knew our blood came from our hearts, I accepted it when she said: “That’s the love you’re feeling, between us.” I inherited most of my romantic nature from my mother, and the need to hug and kiss—which I now do to everyone for whom I feel affection. It was not the peasant Saxon German side, but the more patrician Greek side of my family that was more reserved.

My mother often sang German songs to me, one of which—a nineteenth-century carol—we sang whenever it snowed.


Kling, Glöckchen! Kling-eling-eling!

Kling, Glöckchen, kling!

Laßt mich ein, ihr Kinder,

ist so kalt der Winter!

Öffnet mir die Türen,

laßt mich nicht erfrieren!

Kling, Glöckchen! Kling-elin-geling!

Kling, Glöckchen, kling!



One afternoon as we daydreamed together at the window, it suddenly began snowing. Each of us—entirely unaware the other was going to sing anything—began singing this at exactly the same time. We were each looking straight ahead at the falling snow and separately began the song in such perfect unison we both knew neither of us had prompted the other. It was a mystical moment, the first I can remember, with the snow floating from the overcast sky, down between the brick-colored buildings and each of us singing and knowing we had begun this song together in a way that somehow confirmed our love for each other.

Often I walked with my mother through the tree-lined streets of Jackson Heights, usually with my brother in his stroller. When we were both old enough, she took us to story time at the library a few blocks north, and by the time I was four she had taught me to read, although she implausibly maintains that I somehow taught myself. Before that, whenever my brother was asleep, my mother sometimes took short naps on the living room couch while I lay on the carpeted floor near her and flipped through copies of LIFE, mesmerized by the photos.

[image: Image]
The author recovering from pneumonia, December 1964



We often walked across Northern Boulevard to the Key Foods store, and once I took along a Playskool toy that was pushed along like a lawnmower. It had a yellow wooden pole and handle, and down at the end of it was a clear plastic bubble containing what looked like brightly colored gum balls that pop-popped around as you pushed it. On the sidewalk in front of the store my curiosity so overtook me that I smashed the plastic bubble onto the concrete, only to learn they were not gum balls after all. That Christmas, I was given a drum and curiosity again compelled me to find out what was inside, such that I violently punctured the top with the drumsticks and was again bitterly disappointed.

When I was four I noticed the flag pole in the neighborhood schoolyard at half-mast and asked about it. My mother said it commemorated a man who had been shot and killed. Seeing the same thing two months later I asked again and learned that another man had been shot and killed. The first was Martin Luther King Jr., the second Robert Kennedy.

Our building was almost exclusively Jewish. Down the hall lived Mrs. Weingarten, then in her seventies, to whom my mother spoke German and who once showed me the tattoo on her arm from when she had been in one of the Nazi camps. We also knew the Ungers, whose son Wayne sometimes came over to play with me. Mr. Unger generously invited my father to join the group of Jewish men who played poker in the basement every Friday night. Many weekends my father made extra money installing “hi-fis” with his friend Jack Seligman and recalled installing a deluxe system in the author Philip Roth’s house in Westchester, where drilling holes behind a wall they discovered a box containing the handwritten manuscript of Portnoy’s Complaint.

We often drove to Flushing Meadows Park, the site of the 1939 and 1965 World Fairs, the latter of which we visited, though I only remember being in a rowboat and passing the “It’s a Small World” exhibit and singing along to the music. Every Easter thereafter we drove to Flushing Meadow and parked near a stand of young pine trees, and my mother would disappear to see if the Easter Bunny had left anything under them. He always had, so my brother and I grabbed our baskets and ran to find colored eggs and chocolate atop the light brown pine needles. After we found what my mother said was everything, we took a long walk, though I kept looking under every bush and tree as we did, hoping I might find just one more.

My mother sometimes took us into Manhattan via subway, usually to the Central Park Zoo, with its Monkey House that stank and the Reptile House and another building with a huge hippo tank of opaque jade-green water. The Children’s Zoo had a Three Little Pigs exhibit of real pigs, and a Noah’s Ark you boarded via a gangway, featuring cages with small animals that inevitably hid. There was also a whale into whose open mouth and across whose pink rubber tongue you dared to walk to see the dirty goldfish tank lodged in his gullet, which always somehow confused me. We sometimes waited to see the bronze animals come to life on the Delacorte clock atop the brick archway: a kangaroo, a hippo, a bear, a goat, and an elephant, who went round and round on a track holding instruments, and above them a large bell that two monkeys struck with mallets.

My grandmother lived with her sister, Tante Ella, in Sunnyside, a few El stops away, and because she worked in Loft’s Candy Company in Long Island City, she always smelled of chocolate. She came for dinner every Tuesday and when I hugged her the magical aroma was overpowering. She usually worked on the assembly line, wrapping “parlay bars” in foil, and sometimes brought us a huge five-pound box of chocolates that employees could buy for a dollar fifty. She loved her job and was a strikingly joyful person, though never cloyingly so. Despite what she had suffered, there was a childlike innocence to her.

My Theo Taki and Aunt Mary and my older cousin John lived in Manhattan, where on Saturdays my father often took my brother and me. Once, getting on the subway, I saw rattan seats and ceiling fans overhead and my father explained it was a very old car. I never entered another, but have since spotted them in movies from the thirties. Theo Takis owned a coffeeshop on 76th and Third, which we always visited. I marveled at the autographed photos of JFK and Barbra Streisand and other celebrities who had visited. After visiting him we sometimes went to Lyric HiFi on 83rd, where my father had worked, and across the avenue to see Mr. Phillis and his nephew Speros at the Lexington Candy Shop Luncheonette. Speros was one of my father’s closest friends and like an uncle to us. They too had met in an English class and lived together in a run-down four-flight walk-up on East 75th. Like my father, Speros married a northern European and eventually would convince my staid father to leave the city. In my father’s estimation, the only downside to New York was the mayor, John Lindsay, a rising star in liberal politics who would later run for president. My father said if he became president we would move to Greece. So it was not really until Lindsay’s drubbing in the 1972 primaries that we knew for sure we were in America to stay.

[image: Image]
My first impression, aged seventeen months



Actually it was not until we moved to Connecticut that year that I myself felt truly American, because before then Europe and WWII were our inescapable cultural lodestones. From when I was sixteen months old, my father often asked me to imitate Benito Mussolini, which I instantly did, shooting out my chin and lower lip and looking imperious, to his great delight. As long as I can remember, my father always ranked European powers in how they had acquitted themselves in the War, though this never affected how he related to individual members of those countries. Of course, the Germans were militarily without peer, and deserved respect for that, despite all else. The Greeks were a close second, being famously courageous in standing up to Mussolini’s Italians.3 And down the line it went. The Poles were great heroes, as were the Norwegians. The Swiss were rightly despised for their craven “neutrality.” The Italians were generally regarded as a cheerful joke. But ignobly at the bottom of the martial totem pole were the French, whose speedy capitulation to the Wehrmacht stood without peer in the annals of modern warfare. My father often explained how they had welcomed the Germans by doing his best Greek-accented impression of a French maître d’ holding an invisible towel over his left hand and gesturing with his right, saying, “Mees-ter Heet-ler, right this way…”



Uncle Takis was eight years my father’s senior, and my father’s love for him could never compete with the closeness between my mother and her sister Eleonore, who were seventeen months apart, minus one day.4 Their fierce bond included my grandmother, who was more like a third sister. They had together suffered the loss of “der Papa,” as they called him, and endured the painful years after the war. So most of our family time on weekends was spent with my Tante Eleonore and her family in Astoria.

Just as my parents had created a home that was Greek and German, Tante Eleonore and Uncle Joe, whose surname was Sarrantonio and who was Italian—had a similarly mixed home. But just as marrying a Greek essentially meant becoming Greek, marrying an Italian from Astoria essentially meant becoming Italian. My aunt and uncle—and our two cousins Eleanor and Marion—lived in the apartment above Uncle Joe’s parents, “Nanny” and “Pop,” and just across the alley from my uncle’s brother’s family. So the world in which they lived seemed a hermetically sealed Italo-American universe in which all the pasta and wine were homemade and most of the boys were named Joe or Frank. The atmosphere was something out of Goodfellas, with beehive hairdos and Jerry Vale on the stereo singing “Non Dimenticar.” My Tante Eleonore swooned over him and—sounding remarkably like Marlene Dietrich—often said: “I love Jeh-wee Vale!”

Uncle Joe was a New York City fireman with tattoos and impressive biceps. It seemed Uncle Joe could do almost anything, including build a whole house, which he soon did. When I was five he put me on a kitchen chair and with one hand holding one of its legs raised it to the ceiling with me on it. He loved doing things like that and always joked around with us, and my brother and I idolized him. In part because he was born in America, he always seemed “cooler” than our father, so when we were with him we felt more American and more “normal.” For example, my father drove a decidedly square 1960 gray Dodge Valiant with tail fins, but Uncle Joe—and my Tante Eleonore and cousins—drove a gleaming white Pontiac Bonneville with a black roof and much bigger tail fins. And our Valiant’s speedometer only went up to 110, while theirs went up to 120, which we kids took as hard evidence of how fast each actually could go.5

Many Sundays after church we drove to the Sarrantonios’ in Astoria for Sunday dinner with their whole family, which included my uncle’s father “Pop,” a forbidding figure whom I never heard speak, but who was famously strong and had helped build the Hell Gate Bridge in 1917, just before fighting in the First World War. That’s probably how Uncle Joe learned the song he taught us:


The first Marine bought the bean, Parlez-vous!

The second Marine cooked the bean, Parlez-vous!

The third Marine, he ate the bean—

And PFFFFTT! all over the submarine!

Inky stinky! Parlez-vous!



My brother and I begged him to sing it with us, principally because the full volume of his ripping raspberry in the climactic fourth line undid us.

Eleanor and Marion were like our older sisters, and my fastidious Tante Eleonore always dressed them beautifully in Brady Bunch–style dresses and white knee socks, with their long hair in braids or beribboned ponytails. We often got things they had outgrown, including a Beatles lunchbox, which they gave me when I began first grade in 1969. Nanny and Pop had a color TV set, and some Sunday evenings we watched Ed Sullivan with them, or The Wonderful World of Disney or Johnny Cash, before driving in our Valiant back to Jackson Heights.



Cutchogue

The Sarrantonios had a “bungalow” out in Smithtown on Long Island, where we sometimes visited,6 eager to escape the city. But in the summer of 1966 we began renting an old house in a hamlet among the potato fields of Long Island’s North Fork. It was on Skunk Lane in Cutchogue, and all of us—my cousins and aunt and grandmother too—were there together for the whole month every year. On the weekends my father and Uncle Joe joined us. If childhood’s innocence is a picture of Heaven, my memories of Cutchogue are childhood innocence distilled, like a pearl of dew from Eden. And in a way it seemed that we were all children there together, as though my grandmother and my mother and aunt and even my uncle and my father during those times had tumbled backwards through the air to their own childhoods to join us in ours.

One evening after supper my father and grandmother and us four kids kicked a big beachball all around the yard like a soccer ball, my father and grandmother both sometimes drop-kicking it so high I couldn’t believe it. My father’s kicks disappeared like rockets into the clouds, and finally one of his kicks landed the ball all the way up into the impossibly high boughs of a tall pine tree. We tried and tried to get it down, but how? So eventually we gave up and all went to bed. But all that night the wind blew, and in the morning we found it again, orange and blue and white, lying in the sunshine on the wet green lawn. Why do I feel so strongly now that during those summers I was already in Heaven somehow, but just didn’t know it, that I was then breathing the otherworldly air of Paradise?

I remember that Uncle Joe sometimes wore a T-shirt whose bright orange color seemed from another world, such that it almost pierced me through, and even remembering it now gives me a palpable pang, as though if you could somehow only inhale that color you would enter summer forever and never die.

One afternoon my mother and aunt arrived from shopping, excitedly telling us they had seen a giant prehistoric turtle in the middle of the road. We know now that it could only have been a snapping turtle, which looks prehistoric and does not exist in Germany, so my mother had never seen anything like it. But I remember her saying that it had to be prehistoric, and seemed to believe it herself, and at the time I devoutly hoped that it was, thinking it quite possible that the antediluvian past could enter our world as it did in movies and TV shows, and especially out there in Cutchogue, during those summers.

Most days we spent at the Peconic Bay beaches, where my father, who was a strong swimmer, always invited me to hold onto his back as he swam. I marveled at his size and strength as I held onto him and am now most amazed that he held conversations with me as he swam. It was even more impressive to me because Uncle Joe couldn’t swim at all, which seemed a shocking flaw in the otherwise perfect image of manhood that he was for me, and yet it made me deeply glad that there was something in which my father was clearly the better. Those rides were my only experience in deep water until one day when I was seven my father decided it was time for me to swim on my own and succeeded in teaching me by holding my hands in deep water and pulling me along and then letting go and telling me to swim to him, just a few feet away, slyly backing up as I did so, and laughing with delight when I discovered it, knowing that despite my protestations it was working. He always told me to keep my fingers closed “and kick!”7

Every summer the Sarrantonios brought their three cats along. Marion’s cat Pixie was the friendliest, but one afternoon he appeared at the back door with a baby rabbit in his mouth. We all screamed and called our parents, who quickly rescued it and put it in a grocery box with water and lettuce. We went to the farmer’s fruit stand on Route 25 for some “real” carrots, smaller than the ones from the supermarket and with the greens still connected to them, which I’d never seen before. We put one inside the box with the rabbit and named him “Chipper” and began to imagine how amazing it would be for us to have this tiny pet rabbit, although Marion said that because Pixie was her cat, Chipper would really have to be hers too.

But in the morning Chipper was dead, saddening all of us. We decided to have a funeral at the top of the hill by the house, at the edge of a potato field, and spelled Chipper’s name with white pebbles from the beach, as though he had been named this for years. Then we four cousins and my grandmother held hands around the grave and by way of ceremony sang “My Country, ’Tis of Thee” which we all knew. It is a golden memory, the five of us holding hands around the little grave and singing, but the intermingling sadness and beauty of it all was too much for Marion, who was always the most sensitive, and just as the song ended, she burst into tears and ran down the hill and into the house, and we all went in to console her.

After dinner we sometimes drove to a beach on the Sound where we got Italian ices and saw the lights of Connecticut across the water. There were swings there too, with chains much longer than the ones at the playground at home, and my grandmother delighted in pushing us higher and higher, until our mothers saw it. Grandma was by far the most like one of us, being four-foot-eleven and ninety pounds, and bursting with endless energy and fun, constantly doing handstands like a ten-year-old.



One summer in Cutchogue it rained for a week. After a few days of being cooped up, Tante Eleonore drove us to Greenport, where there was a post office and an old five-and-dime, where we bought a balsa-wood plane for fifteen cents and marveled at everything as though we had never been in a store before. We bought a balsa-wood plane for fifteen cents. The day it finally stopped raining we four kids went out onto the road and played in the deep puddles, amazed at the water’s warmth, and the next day my father arrived and helped us fly the plane, with its red plastic propeller and wheels on thin wire struts and rubber-band “motor.” He saw that it needed a smooth surface to run on before it would take off, so we launched it over and over and over from the roof of our Valiant.

The central appeal for me about Ditola’s was how old it was. It even smelled old, as though the past were somehow still preserved there. At the top of the hill there was an old shed that was locked, but through big cracks in the rough gray wood you could barely see an old sleigh, the kind pulled by horses in the days before roads were plowed. I asked my mother how old it was and she said she didn’t know, but that it was definitely an “antique.” But I wanted to know how old “an antique” was, and she said she thought it was at least a hundred years, which seemed forever.

At the end of Skunk Lane there was an old general store at the end of Skunk Lane, run by a woman then ninety, who seemed so ancient to us—my grandmother was sixty-three—that talking to her was like talking to someone from the Old West. She was born in the 1870s, and the store was unchanged from then, with wide floorboards and a potbellied stove in the middle. My father would walk the mile roundtrip there with whoever was up—usually my brother—and get the newspaper and some peppermint patties. At that hour you always heard the doves—the tri-go-nes my father called them—cooing on the telephone lines, and sometimes heard an owl.

In the center of town was something called “The Old House of Cutchogue.” My mother said it was one of the oldest houses in America, from even before we were America—which confused me. She explained that it was from when we “were still English,” which I also didn’t understand. A plaque said it was from 1649 and it had the look of something from the Middle Ages, with leaded glass windows with small panes in a diamond pattern—called “quarrels”—and a massive chimney with a cluster of flues, and a door decoratively studded with nails. The stairs inside were exquisitely narrow and made my mother remark on how much smaller people were back then, which made me wonder: Did this trend continue backward forever, so that people got smaller and smaller the further back one went? Were tininess and oldness somehow connected?

I still wonder what it is about oldness and tininess both that has always so strongly appealed to me. Do we long to be back in our mothers’ wombs? And for what exactly are we longing? And is that longing innate or is it a product of the Fall and our desire to go back to Eden? And what would tininess have to do with Eden? Or is it simply the vulnerability and preciousness of small things that captivate us? Is there something in us that instinctively wants to protect what is vulnerable and tiny? In any case, I always loved anything especially old or tiny; and when on my fifth birthday I got a tiny Matchbox 1912 Model T that combined these characteristics I could hardly contain myself for joy.

Once, walking with my mother in Central Park, we passed the towering half-million-pound obelisk she said was called “Cleopatra’s Needle.” I had heard of Cleopatra, and already had some sense of time and history, so I asked how old it was? “Oh, thousands of years old,” she said, “From the time of ancient Egypt.” I was again confused. Could the past in America go back that far? How was it possible for something in America to be as old as something in ancient Egypt?8 The same confusion happened while visiting the Cloisters. When I asked how old it was my mother said “from the Middle Ages,” but I didn’t understand how something medieval could be in America.9

I remember coloring images of Old Testament characters in Sunday school, thinking these people lived a long, long time ago and I was in awe of this, because they lived when the world was still young and everything was possible, because God still spoke to people back then. I remember wondering what it must have been like living then, so close to the beginning and to God himself, so that you could actually hear his voice and see angels and witness miracles.

[image: Image]

1 My parents were married on the memorably hot and humid afternoon of August 22, 1959, in the Greek Orthodox Cathedral on East 74th Street. My father has often said that their reception guests were so squeezed in the small room at Ricardo’s in Astoria that to reach your food with your utensils you had to ask one of the people next to you to move. Though in their first months together they lived with my grandmother in Woodside, they soon found an affordable—but dramatically dreary—apartment in Astoria. My mother was then working as an IBM keypuncher at its Madison Avenue headquarters, and the following year my father earned his RCA diploma and traded waiting tables for a job with the Bulova Watch Company. In the summer of 1962 my parents went to Greece so my mother could meet her new relatives, and that fall she discovered they were expecting a child.

2 Elevated “subway” train

3 The Greeks then fought the Germans, too, who had to rescue the Italians from the Greeks in the fall of 1940. In fact it was this unyielding fight on the part of the Greeks in spite of overwhelming opposition that slowed Hitler’s march to Russia, such that the “Barbarossa” campaign was delayed six fatal weeks, placing the Germans there too late to escape the Russian winter, and greatly contributing to their eventual defeat.

4 My brother and I were seventeen months apart, minus one day, too. In fact, my mother’s birthday was just three days earlier than my father’s and mine, and my aunt’s birthday and my brother’s were a day apart, which doesn’t mean anything in particular, but nonetheless seems a vague confirmation of something positive, and as far as that goes, must mean something after all, though we can hardly say what.

5 Until I was two we didn’t own a car, but when I threw up in the backseat of another couple’s car my parents were so embarrassed they finally decided it was time. The Valiant was advertised in the paper for $350 and my father went to see it in a distant part of Queens. But when he knocked on the door of the house a woman greeted him whom he knew from Mavrata! She was the maid for the couple that owned the car! Another time at the dentist’s—another Greek named Dr. Costonas—my father was staggered to see a man he remembered from the village next to Mavrata. That man had stabbed a friend of my father’s to death in 1946, and in the tumultuous political atmosphere of that time had beat the rap and fled to America. And now here he was in a dentist’s waiting room. Neither said a word.

6 I was there that Friday in November 1963 when late in the afternoon my mother—pushing me in my carriage—heard that the president had been killed.

7 I wrote a poem about it in 2007. See Appendix.

8 “Cleopatra’s Needle” was built in Heliopolis in the fifteenth century BC and was almost certainly gazed upon by the Egyptian prince named Moses. It took nearly four months and sixteen pairs of horses to haul it from the Hudson River to where it now stands.

9 The buildings of the Cloisters are indeed of medieval European provenance, purchased, dismantled, and reconstructed on the cliff overlooking the Hudson by the Rockefellers in the 1930s.




CHAPTER TWO School

I was three and a half in late March of 1967 when one Sunday we drove to our Greek Orthodox church in Corona. There had been a winter storm, and looking for parking amidst the snow and ice, I saw a vast hole across the street. My parents said the church was building a school that would open in September and the following year I would go there. The cement and rebar were coated with white snow and rime, and it amazed me that that huge hole would soon be a school; but sure enough, eighteen months later I was on the third floor of it, attending kindergarten.

The first days of school were such a departure from what I knew that I didn’t realize the change was essentially permanent. My mother walked me to school the whole first week, and on the third day I asked how often we would need to do this. She said after that day we had two days left. The next morning she said after that day I only had one day left. So on Friday I realized this was the last day, but had no idea that after the weekend I would have to go back for another week and another, and that there would be an infinity of similar weeks extending into the distant future. It came as a terrible surprise.

The second week I began taking the bus, and we walked to the bus stop on 34th Avenue. But after it came and I took my seat and waved to my mother as it pulled away, I cried and cried, so much so that a girl in fifth grade—who seemed to me an adult—came to console me. Though I don’t remember her name, I remember her kind, wide face and how sweet and cheerful she was.

Each morning when the bus arrived at school we were ushered into the “playground,” which was just a paved lot edged with weeds and high chain-link fencing. Before I knew anyone else I would hold hands with a sweet freckled girl named Dorothy, and we would walk around together. I don’t remember our conversations or whether we spoke at all. But I soon became “best friends” with Harry and Noumi from my class, both of whom were rascals, but in a good way. That fall Richard Nixon and Hubert Humphrey squared off against each other and principally because of his deep hatred of Communism, my father supported Nixon. One day Harry and Noumi and I put our arms over each other’s shoulders and marched three-abreast around the playground shouting “Nixon’s the One! Humphrey’s the Bum!”

That fall my parents invited my kindergarten teacher, Miss Papayannis, to dinner, but the conflation of school and home confused me. My brother and I were sent to bed at seven o’clock, so after dinner as always we brushed our teeth, put on our pajamas, and went to the living room to kiss our father goodnight, saying in Greek, “Kali nichta, Patera mou”—meaning “Goodnight, my father.” But that evening I followed this by going to Miss Papayannis and saying, “Kali nichta, Miss Papayannis.” My brother wasn’t yet four, and after saying “Kali nichta, Patera mou” to our father, he went over to Miss Papayannis and declared precisely the same—“Kali nichta, Patera mou”—making us all howl. At the end of the year we had an official kindergarten “graduation” with caps and gowns, and even got framed diplomas on the stage as our families watched. Because Miss Papayannis knew I could read, I was given the honor of being the graduation “speaker,” which became a curious pattern in my life.

During the summer weekends we were not in Cutchogue we often drove to closer beaches such as Rockaway Beach or Far Rockaway in Brooklyn, or to Fire Island—usually with our closest friends, the Drogaris family, whose son Anthony was my brother’s age, but who was a genius and would soon skip two grades. My father met Nick Drogaris in an English Class at NYU in 1955, and from the moment Nick said he was dating a Cephalonian named Effie, they were fast friends. Although they didn’t go to church, my parents made them my godparents anyway, so I always called them by the corresponding Greek titles, Nou-no and Nou-na.

Sometimes my father took me and my brother to College Point Park, overlooking the East River.1 I remember sometimes
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