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vELANIE FARANELLO

What Would
Odysseus Do?

Remembering my
father’s stories

all
¥ I’i“l“'r kl:'l]l a \\'ﬂlfl(l "'Hll'l t:-'|1]'|:'|:| [[1] tllf W

above an old fireplace in his horme study, where
ays. The cor-

he analyeed patients on Saturd
ners were born, and a crease marked a 'l across the world
where it had once heen folded into quadrants. He wanted
1o sail around the word, and he'd plot our journcy, draw-
ing imaginary routes in the air. As a young girl, I'd I-n-n.k
up at him, mesmerized by his entirety—the spark in his
kaleidoscopic eyes swirling with blues and greens just ilkf‘_‘
the occans he dreamed of crossing together, his silver hair
brushed back in soft unruly waves; his mustache lining the
smirk in his thin lips as he consulted me for my opinion:
Should we sail to the Southern Ocean around Antarctica
of to the Caribbean and through the Panama Canal? Or
should we head north toward the coast of Russia or actoss
the Indian Ocean? The possibilitics seemedd endless.

We didn’t own a sailboat. We'd never sailed before.
But those details were of carthly, insignificant concern.
We were explorers. Dreamers—something that, as a psy-
choanalyst, my father valued greatly. He'd point out vari-
ous paths, conducting his finger around large blacks of
continents like puzzle picces that scemed easy enough to
navigate. When | asked how we would get food, or how
long it would take to get from one point to another, try-
ing to assess the possibility in my young mind, my father
brushed these practicalities aside.

“Three days . . . three months _ . _ ten vears! Th ink af
Crdysseus!”

As a Greek man, my father took Odysseus’s journey
personally. His father, my papou, took his own sailing
adventure to America, across the ocean at age thirteen,
leaving behind his parents and siblings and not knowing
how 1o speak English until he showed up day after day
stand at the back of an overfull language classroom in Chi-
cago. | grew up listening to my father tell me these stories
alongside bedtime stories of Odysseus: blinding Polvphe-
mus, driving a sharpened stake through the Cyelops’s eve,
thereby provoking the wrath of Poseidon; Calypso’s luring
promise of immortality; those Sirens’ songs forcing Odys-
seus lo tie himself to the ship’s mast in effort to resist their
temptation . . . As my father told and retold these stories,

he became Odysseus, and | listened, both terrificd and
enthralled.
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As a young girl, what
was more exciting
than secrets? My
father was the keeper
of strangers’ secrets.

Oy Saturdays, when his patients rang the doorbell, | would
seramble to my bedroom window, which overlooked the
side entrance reserved for them, and try to cateh a glimpse
of these mysterious strangers coming into our home. They
left their cars !J‘Hll{ﬂd behind our blue Pontiac station wiag-
on and walked up our :!rmm.ng.. lean ing f::rr_'i};ll footprints
in the snow. Thmugh my window, I'd cateh bits and pieces
of these strangers—a man’s gray trench coal, a woman's
heeled shoes— before they entered our porch, where my
father greeted them, welcoming them inside our home.
I"d hear snippets of voices, small talk, as my father led
these peaple down our narrow hallway to his study before
he shut the French doors, blinds tightly closed, where, for
forty-five minutes, they told my father all the secrets.

As a young girl, what was more exciting than secrets? My
father was the keeper of strangers’ secrets. And 1 wanted
to know them all.

But these stories were inaceessible, stowed in a faraway
p!acc, a land to which 1 eould never venture., 'I'hn}' WETE
locked inside the vault of my father's other world. | wanted
to travel to that world, a place that held the ultimate truths,
the coveted unveilings of one another. 1 worried about what
would happen to all those stories when my father was no
longer there. Would they pass along with him, would all
their secrets disappear?

T} my Father's affiee there Was g Pain
my mother disliked. She iy
ticits ta look at 5url|c1||i||gm dis'“’hingf ™ e
streaks of red and black shrewn like bi ’:‘-'pa

the canvas. My father hung iy 5 the fong oy "
conch, direetly in his patients' line of i
painting, It scemed dangerous, |y “‘En[:lf:ﬁ

the patient might venture, the Paintip, far, Mﬁ
Come on, it beckoned, |1Iring like ;":ﬂlahtﬂt
|}5e '

o
crash inlo the rocks, Slren:mil

kqg]

My father didn't press wax into his pay:
didn't tie them to the mast to help them c;':!tnl;*%h
rather, he coaxed them toward risk. He “;ﬂ thti'hrh
them into the decpest corners of the;, psm-,nhd hm
devil from its shadows. This was the chic: hﬁ. hmﬁlht
pahients to cxplﬂn:. He wanted to take them Il':t:‘ﬂr:dhﬂ
a

them it was okay, they were still safe, Tum ihey,
Loaok, it's just a shadaw. N the |,

LI )

As my father plotted our trip around the w

paper map, he verged into mythalogy, Wi, allmalht
ness, he'd ask how we would navigate between Ry,
Charybdis—the six-headed sea monster ang g, ﬂ
whirlpool by which no sailor could pass. Whigh

we choose? What did Odysseus do? The line

plans and Odysseus's blurring, So that what was mlx
what was imagined became permeable.

Yet, as | stood beside him, imagining ui]jngthw%
waters with my father, the keeper of secrets, | ful 3 semg
of dread. Not at the impossible journey, but rather gt e
understanding that it only existed in the realm of Eantas,
that I was witnessing my father envisioning mmeﬂﬁng}.',
knew would never come true.

I realize now he was teaching me how to dream.

But | was intrigued by something else. | nas e
thralled by the leftover marks of strangers, their impins
on the couch from the press of their head on the this
pillow; the single balled-up tissue left behind in the tra
can; the lingering scent of someone’s cologne; the pubt
of electricity that hung in the room holding all that hat
been divulged.

My father held these secrets with a weight of ho
around his neck. These were the things 1 wanted o hir

e
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s luscrnent bodber ioom, | eould hea il e
i I‘I“ prom e skamrnel], less, From bl:hirldllu.-pim
M e, bt his was the most dangerous place e hiele,
_ .:;.w."" | ever gol to Wose shul French doags without

_ canght. helore my mother shooed me away,
.'II:I.'IIC:;“:I s sessions, my Tather emenged, oyl Lot

" s, and st them on a plate to share; sometimes
11M_ e 1o the reeveling trailer in town, where he

. stacks of obd newspapers from the car up the
¥ :LTll1 (gt aml dl‘“'P them with the others tied in bundles
i Liwd;“m | lowcd the smell of those old newspapers and
X I-.m.1||:|. it made when [ tossed them among the other
i aod stacks: | loved the idea of stories being reeyched,
e iio womething new, all the words scrambling inta
. {feaenl ordees "m? ISR Youkl ke A
II hi T"""'ﬂ-"]“l]ll iC3, BEATN, WETT endless.

i

e

i
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L died unexpectedly ot the age of sisty-two,
I h.|l-.'_:||--]|:""“ |1m IMIHJ‘H thll:- “nng":l'i-“'lﬁ |hlﬂ'tﬂ
. 4l the !||_1\L'|il:||. who fled inbo the h.g Goreek :I'.-H'E'll st
iyeral. were they movming the loss of him or the pass.

of what they had shared, of what he had held?

i A pair of oversized mietal file drawers sat in our base-
ot They were full of manila folders holding his patients
o Fach file marked Confidential, My mother was in.
ruched by the institube where e worked b deatroy them,
| pecked inside one of the drawers. Page after page of
weleaf paper seratched over in my Esther’s hard-io-read
pbaniting, detailing dreams, quoted dialogue, descrip-
o af hanr, clothing. gestures. These were real poople,
 fictional characters my father had created. It felt like
pething sacred. Like 1 could bring these pages into the
sreck chisrch of the Jewish emple, hold them like others
|id theie Bible of “Tagah. This was rew for me, This saeped
iceling | slid shat the drawer, my heart racing,

% meother sat on a small footstood in the basement,
[ceding page after page written in my father's slanted doc-
for's seripl inbe {he shmedder, | wanbed hgl‘.'lb:i“ thie files
vl pan, | sbood 1!¢ﬁil‘rﬂ her amd wih:h:d, unahle to bear
ibe sound of the shredder's motor. With each new page
iy bl it the machine, | cried.

Chver the past bwenty-five yoar, I've maned Iwclve Bimies

acrons thece different states. All thes time Fve kept bwo of
his files, fucked away, unread, Tnieleers in the lack of m
ewn hiling cabiset full ﬁhmFrllJm:lr:rnllltl"‘"'" 1 heves
aceess, like obd faxes, medical gec ards, a will |||1t|||:|n|1.l-||:|-
out of reach, Preserved, as though | have something of my
father, even though they are notes on othee people’s lives

L

I think of all the shorees, this lanal ol hiclden trant s, and
grapple with its impassibility now as an adult. M the gro-
cery checkont lane, | talk to the cashier about the intrcatc
taltoo inked across their Adam’s apphe—1 ask how murch
it hurrt and what it means, but what 1 really want to know
is what they've never told anyone. O the oty bns, | want
o kalk bo every stranger until they are familiar—where are
“1:}. going, wha do they love, what are they Irying every
di!’ ] Fmgd. o ranrt? I want o cup ey I'I.:Irlfl"i ﬂml'lll'll
these things like water, And yet. Instead, | make up char-
atters, fictional people with their own demons and desires

Seven Fm:nlim‘l:. af Creck Pfl"l'-'“‘ F“:“:’E'E':I iy [l
o, and sometimes | womnder ahouil w hiat has been F":'“ﬁl
down=the desire to hear poople’s sories, b0 UNCOVET SO
thing otherwise wnknown® Or I'I'll:rh! T'm st 1"—“‘*""@ for
a thread that is woven through, connecting ancestors oth-
erwise unfamiliar. | found a book in my father’s study after
he died: The New Dictiviary of Thoughts, inscribed in 1973
from my papou to my father and “to future generations.”

He wrobe:

Love one hunman being, purely and warmly, and you
will bove all (Richeer).

Love gives itself. it is not bought ( Longfellow)

Keep on foving af all times.

Weth love, papou and yiayia

Maybe it was as simple as this. Maybe this was what
faith meant, Maybe it had to do with love,

Aly som has a similar world map hanging i his bed-
oo now, and § el ki stories abonst my father, his papou,
though ke never met him. &y father and | were never going
bo sail arcunad the world. Bub every day with his patients, he
saibed across unchartered seas. And afterward, like Okdys-
sews, he found his Wy hirme. 1 bike 1o mmaging them on
these journeys, the dangers and risks he helped navigate
a they confromted their Sirens and Cuclopes and wraths
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of angry gods, the endless discoveries thes l'lllgh"“-"'”:"ff
hehind closed donrs, the life-changing frips inside our own
home, from the comfort of his conch, on Saturdas.
None of his paticnts’ stories could be recveled Bul
mavhe in the passing from one person to another, they
were somehow presened. Mavhe they cxist in another
realm, one in which our spirils disperse when our bodics
fail. where there's no language for words like good and evil
and right and wrang. Where “no houndary exists between
the sacred and the profanc” (Thich Nhat Hanh), | like to
mmagine this place like those whirling ocgans my papou
l:TO-mc,-d, H"ﬁ‘ ONES 1Y r.'ttlll,.‘r f;ml;n.lz:':l abotit S-ﬂI]ng ACTONS,
the ones he wanted me to learn to dream of along with him

& ® W

Years afier miv father died, my mother sent me some let-
ters she found in his desk drawer that | had written. They
were compased in my shaky childhood handwnting full
“fmihpc][td wiords printed on his pml’mqmm! ||:'_|;;||-:~i.-'-:vt|
stationary.

Dear Dr, | wrote. Please help! | am so depressed, | can't
stap ':'T}'i'ig- Sign:d with fctitions names of patients that
I'd made up. Sincerely, Penny, Wanda, Earl . .

I remember writing these letters whenever my mother
took me to his downtown office for lunch. | remember
sitting at his large desk, my feet barely reaching the floor,
working on a letter with utmost concentration before fold-
ing it into thirds and sealing it carefully inside an envelope.
I remember placing it beneath a glass paperweight beside
a letter opener and stamping the return address in the up-
per left corner. | loved writing these letters. T never waited
for a reply. | imagined my characters coming to see my
father in his office after | left,

My father kept these Ietters in his desk drawer the same
way | keep the artwork that my sen leaves in my office now.
I wonder if my father saw these letters like this, like the
beginning of my imagination at work, hints at his lessons
taking shape, allowing for that dream life to take up space
inside. We may not have sailed around the world tegcther,
but it was never a journey that needed a boat or an occan
or a map. Rather, it was one that we took every time we
stood together in front of that paper map, making space
for all the possibilitics, planning all those endless routes.

Melania Faranello’s wnting has been twice nominated f
a Pushcart Prize and appeared in StorQuarterly, Blackie
HuffPost Personal, Vesral Review, and elsewhera. Her novel
progress won the Mananne Russo Awand and wis shortisied
for the Mary McCarthy Prize in Fiction, the Dana Award, &
the Williarn Faulkner-yWilam Wisdom Creative Wtng Corr
petition She works as a teaching artist in Connecticul and
i5 the founder of Poetry on the Streets, LLC, a communty
engagemeant propect using creative wniting for socialimpxl
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