Silk Dreams

by Litsa Psarafti

Family Kapsalis live a quiet -to all appearances- life on an Aegean island. That is, until the arrival of a stranger, the Italian Paolo Pinneli who returns an ancient ‘article’ stolen by his father during the Italian occupation of the island in 1941. 

The arrival of the Italian brings back buried animosities that will try the unity of the family. ‘Grandmother’ Thekla brings to life the story of her island and that of the Kapsalis family. 

The young heroine, Danae, describes her mother’s departure with the Italian, the effect it has on her life and her own journey toward liberation and self-awareness.
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In the summer of 2000 a forty-year-old Italian arrives at the house of the Kapsalis family situated on a Greek island in the eastern Aegean. His mission is to return an ancient artefact stolen by his father when the latter was stationed on the island during the Italian occupation in 1941.

The Kapsalis family consists of Father, Aristides, Mother, sixteen-year-old Danae, twelve year old Manthos and their old servant Thekla, almost eighty-years-old, who has worked for several generations for Kapsalis.

The family welcome the Italian and invite him to stay with them while on the island. Within days Danae becomes aware of a strong attraction springing up between the Italian and her mother. Danae’s Danish mother had come to the island as a tourist eighteen years earlier. Aristides had fallen in love with her at first sight and married her, against the wishes of his family. His mother and especially his three sisters had never accepted her as being part of the family. The other islanders too looked askance at the newcomer; this foreign woman whose behaviour was so different from theirs and who did not hide the fact that she followed her own way of life.

Day by day Danae’s unease grows as she sees the love growing between her mother and the Italian. She does everything she can to prevent it, especially as her father seems totally unaware of what is happening around him. He continues to work until late every day and when he comes home he is too tired to discuss things with her or try to analyse the situation.

Manthos too notices that something’s up with his mother and his worries manifest themselves through aggression.

Old Thekla too follows developments and tries to find explanations for the attitudes taken by the different members of the family.

In trying to make sense of things she goes back in her mind to events in the past that perhaps helped shape things: The second World War, the Civil War, the Dictatorship in the sixties...

One morning mother leaves the family to go away with the Italian.

Each member of the family has his own way of living with the situation. The father, unable to sleep at nights, shows his pain by drinking and chain-smoking. 

To begin with Danae believes that her mother will return to them but as the days pass and still she does not come back, Danae’s anger, pain and despair begin to mount.

She seeks comfort from her old friend, Themis, but Themis has problems of his own. Lately he has become increasingly aware that something strange and frightening is happening to him: every time he is with a girl he cannot make love to her because his mind is elsewhere; all his erotic fantasies involve his friend Gregory.

Instead of Themis comforting her, Danae finds herself having to comfort him. She tries to help him deal with his problem and advises him to tell his parents everything. A certain, sudden event, drive Themis to attempt to commit suicide.

His mother’s abandonment of her family affects Manthos, (Danae’s younger brother) psychologically in a way that causes his whole behaviour to change.

The whole family go to therapy regularly. Old Thekla, who’s worked for the Kapsalis since she was a little girl, uses the experience and wisdom acquired with age to help heal the family.

The arrival of Lucas on the island and his friendship with Danae gives the girl a respite from her problems; a chance to get her breath back, and for a while makes her forget the pain inflicted on her - and the rest of the family - by her mother’s departure.

 Danae brings down society’s disapproval, and the contempt of her friends and acquaintances when she takes up with Lucas. They criticise and reject her, just as they did with her mother. But Danae possesses great stores of strength, courage and endurance.

When she meets Nikos her life really changes. Nikos is a young boy with learning difficulties. He arrives on the island with his parents and they rent one of the neighbouring house. Danae approaches the lonely boy, talks to him, visits him at his house and gets to know his parents.

As the days pass Nikos becomes increasingly more friendly and sociable. He, Lucas and Danae begin to go out to cafes, restaurants, swimming, clubs and the cinema.

Danae is overjoyed to see that her company - and the way she and Lucas treat Nikos is making it possible for the latter to discover his own abilities and helping him escape the closed family environment.

Her life is beginning to take on meaning again. By and by she begins to heal. When, later on, she receives a letter from her mother in which she tries to explain all the ‘how’ and ‘why’ that made her act as she did, Danae is not interested. Having given the matter a lot thought she has managed to explain things to herself and by it gained an understanding as to what happened. She tears up the letter and throws it in the sea.

Calm now she prepares to go back to high school to finish her education. Some days later she tells her family of her decision. She will go to Athens to become a teacher for children with learning difficulties. She wants to see her efforts bloom, to give and receive happiness every day…
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