THE ARMENIAN ENCLAVE
ON CAVANAUGH STREET:
SOCIAL HISTORY AND
THE MYSTERY NOVEL

Dr. INGRID LEYER SEMAAN

It all started with the death of his wife Elizabeth. Till that time, Gregor Demarkian
had been employed by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, chasing serial killers
from Florida to Oregon to Massachussetts and back again. He did his job well; he
established and then headed the Department of Behavioral Sciences; it was even ru-
mored that he might be a possible candidate for the directorship of the Burcau itself.
But then Gregor cut his own exalted career short: he had come fo hate his job on
account of the nightmare visions of the poor victims whose murder he had investi-
gated, and Elizabeth's slow and painful death from cancer psychologically paralyzed
him. Thus Gregor retired from Washington D.C. to the house he had inhentted from
his mother on Cavanaugh Strect downtown Philadelphia, the house i which he was
born. He had seen enough suffering and crime and wanted to be left alone with his
private pain, but the world did not oblige him. And when the call and challenge come
to the private man to be involved once more m righting the wrongs of this world, he--
in the tradition of the investigator of the classic American detective novel, that "last
Just man whose integrity 1s his alienation"'--leaves his retreat and haven in the Arme-
nian enclave on Cavanaugh Street and becomes involved once more in the quest for
justice,

This is the background history of Jane Haddam's private detective, this "Ar-
menian-American Hercule Poirot” as he is known by just about everyone in America,
and around whom the novelist has spun a good dozen "holiday” mysteries.”

Ms. Haddam certainly knows how to tell a good mystery yarn. Hers is a transat-
lantic version of the world of Agatha Christie; she, too, invites us to parties in iso-
lated mansions, to yachts, country festivals, nursing homes and hospitals, vicarages,
gardens and forests. Naturally we meet each time a new murderer, a person whom we
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get to know, in whom we become interested, and for whom at the end of the story no
punishment can be severe enough. Naturally there is at least one corpse, but at times:
the murderer leaves a veritable blood bath in his wake. And naturally there is the only
true detective whose wit and logic and cunning and mtelltgence and scientific know-
how will uncover the most mme:alely planned crime. We as armchair sleuths can join
him, for we share his knowledge of facts; if our less developed detective abilities
have misled us, we, along with the cast of the novel, are invited to just one more
reunion in which this modern deus ex machina unravels the mystery. It is @ strangely
oomfortmgandmssumg world over which Gregor, the Armenian-American, watches,

Like many of his American detective compatriots, he watches over the conven-
tional and mythical "Great Wrong Place” that George Grella and Tony Hilfer have:
associated with American crime fiction * He does so, however, from the safety of his
home on Cavaniaugh Street to which he can escape, an ethnic Armenian oasis, a place
that curiously reminds the reader of the mythical "Great Good Place” of American
literature.’

What gives then coherence to Jane Haddam's string of mystery novels is not so
much Gregor Demarkian, who does not dévelop as protagonist and whose various
exploits are episodic, but the Armenian community on Cavanaugh Street, Gregor's
Great Good Place, where people care about each other, where they still know what
friendship means. It is a haven for children, widows, the elderly, and the displaced.
The local saint, Father Tibor Krikorian, sets the moral tone and example, and his
parishioners joyfully listen and emulate. God in his heaven must be very pleased vnth
his Armenians on Cavanaugh Street!

Some of the exploits take our hero away from his home, and we do not see very:
much of this milieu, while in other eprsodes he is more involved with the folks on his
street. Yet when we look at all the novels together, it becomes obvious that Jane
Haddam has written a composite social history of an Armenian community in the
diaspora, tailor-made to conform to the laws that govern the conventions of a literary
10pos, to be sure. What Ms, Haddam has written is not a depiction of all the social and
historical facts of the society of her choice, the topos of the Great Good Place cannot
accomodate them. Instead we are treated to a strangely whimsical and Dickensian

1dyll eudowed with a heavily ethnic Armenian flavor, a type of social hmory never-
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Jane Haddam has created a chronicle of a people. Pﬂhl'pﬁ rﬁﬁzing such a concern
through the conventions of a literary type constitutes a "crime” against the givens of
the genre; but be that as it may, this "crime” elevates Ms. Haddam’s mysicries above
the common lot of detective novels.

There have been other novels that have explored the impact of the genocide on
those who survived and their descendants. Carol Edgarian's book Rise the Euphrates®
especially comes to my mind. Seta, the narrator of the events of the novel and mem-
ber of the third generation, soon to give bisth to her child, probes the fears and shame,
the love and hate that bind these generations together in what is basically an alien
environment. It is a psychological novel written with great sensitivity and wisdom.
Of course, we cannol say the same about Haddam's series of novels. The genre of the
mystery novel is not made for the probing of the subtle psychological complexities of
the members of any community. Very wisely Haddam simply chronicles; she tells us
what happened and shows us the people without trying to analyze and explain the
quirky ways of her characters and how their strange behaviour may be related to their
personal or collective history. For me one of the most memorable moments in Rise
the Euphrates occurs when Ani Baboostian, the eighty-nine-year-old survivor of the
genocide, shares her "shame” hidden under her flamboyant scarf with the com-
munity at the April 24 commemoration service. Superficially Ani resembles any of
the eceentric women who live on Cavanaugh Slmet "Her vanity showed in the gold
and ruby rings she wore on every finger including her thumbs, and the vibrant scarves
she wrapped around her neck, this one orange with crimson tulips.” Then Ani unties
her orange and crimson scarf and raises her chin so that the whole congregation can
see:

“the letters that covered her from neck to sternum. The tattoos were in the shape

of a cross.

"You young ones can't read Turkish," Ani said, her green eyes opened wide.

"Look here, young ones. Look at Ani Baboostian, slave girl. These letters are
the names of her owners. These are the ones who violated her. Look now and

remember what you see” (pp. 136, 138).

On Cavanaugh Street, the "scarves” of the women are even more flamboyant--
only whether they hide any mystery or not nobody cares to find out. But then the
un%wm&ngof this type of "mystery” is not the raison d'étre of Ms. Haddam's mystery
series

Gregor felt little regret when as a young man he exchanged the squalor of the
Armenian ghetto on Cavanaugh Street for Harvard and then the FBL. He was an
memmmmmmmmmﬂdﬂm
World War IL. nmmmm?wmmermmmm—
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guage has given identity in the diaspora. Gregor our Armenian-American can barely
recognize the letters of the Armenian alphabet and can hardly curse in his mother
tongue, No wonder, for we are told that he "did not think of himself as a particularly
‘ethnic’ man, in spite of the fact that his parents had been immigrants from Armenia
(Stiliness, p. 70). This attitude is typical for the second generation immigrant, socio-
logists assure us.

His father had died when Gregor was very young, He was fond and close to his
mother, the link with his Armenian roots. In Not a Creature was Stirring, the earliest
novel in the series, we read that when he was a little boy

his mother told him stories about Armenia. Her Armenia wasn't the historical

Armenia, because she'd never seen that. She had been bom in Alexandria and

come to the United States before she was twelve. It was Gregor's grandmother

who had been n Yerevan that November of 1915 when the Turks had come.

Blood everywhere, horses everywhere, a million and a half dead in less than a

year: the stories had come pouring out into the dark of Gregor's room every

might when his mother came to put him to bed. Even now, after more than forty

years, he could smell the stink of dymng. He thought his grandmother must have

been a truly great storyteller. Either that, or his mother had a genius for imagina-

tion. Whichever it was, he found himself at the age of fifty-five...firmly an-

chored in the agony of a country he had never seen (p. 21), _
In all the novels, this is the only "lengthy" reference to the genocide. It is also the
only time that we are told how firmly Gregor is rooted in "the agony of a country”~-
what this could possibly meun 0 him in reality, we never see. Perhaps Gregor has
forgotten himself, or it has become ambiguous like the "historical” detail about the
Tu:lh;mmg to Yerevan in November of 1915 has become confused as it was trans-
mitted.

As a child, he also encountered the Armenian "Grand Cause”; Should they re-
claim the land of their fathers? Noj he and the members of his community."would

simply stay in America and build 4 Real Armenian Culture, distinet but not separate
from the American culture around them." How this was to be accomplished remaind

amystery to him, especially since the younger generation was not at all fond of the
idea (Not a Creature, p. 21),

. He has Armenian roots, but it has always been casy for him to assume a com-
plete American identity as student and later with the FBL Being six-foot-four and
‘having broad shoulders, "he was a modem American man in a camel's-hair topcoat
and good cashmere-lined gloves, but he carried the seed of a wild and savage man-
hood, a masculinity of the steppes”, a type of Armenian-Asian identity, his friend and
‘companion Bennis '
‘peat of his charac

thinks (Seillness, p. 57). It is-a pity that this “wild manhood" as-
Temains so completely suppressed that we never see it.




His roots, though, do go back to the Armenian enclave in Philadelphia. In the
early days, be expected to be comfortable anywhere in the United States, “and maybe
in Armenia, 100, although he had never been in Armenia” (Baptism, p. 122). To specu-
late about the historical reality of an actual Armenia, however, never occurs to Gregor.
Back then, it was enough for the people of Cavanaugh Street "to make a point of
showing how thoroughly Amenican they were." Then they were all poor and their
quarter a slum (Baptism, p, 122).

After the death of Elizabeth, he returns hoping to find a place "to rest, like a
shark looking for a place to die" (Baptism, p. 224). He has no other place to go. He
does not know what to expect; in thirty-four years he has been back only twice, He
vividly remembers coming back for his mother's funeral;

The steps of Holy Trinity Church were crumbling. The gold paint on its double

front doors was chipped and peeling. The building where Gregor's mother had

lived was in fairly good repair, but the building next to it was abandoned on the
top two floors, Pacing the sidewalks on the night of the wake, getting away form
the endless stream on condolences delivered to him by people he didn't know
any more, Gregor accidentally turned the wrong comer and found himself face

to face with a pono bookstore....Gregor knew that the pomo bookstore was a

sign, the mark of the beast, the beginning of the end (Dear Old Dead, pp. 651).
Now he is prepared "to find Cavanaugh Sireet changed into an Hispanic neighbor-
hood. He'd been prepared to accept it as a battleground for teenage gangs, a strip for
prostitutes, a drug bazzar, a bumnt-out hulk" (Not a Creature, p. 22).

Instead a pleasant surprise awaits him. The sccond generation of Armenians, the
generation that has discovered the American flesh pots, has adopted the home of their
youth and fixed it up. The slum that Gregor left has "transmuted itself from an immi-
grant Armenian ghetto to an upscale urban enclave” (Feast, p. 53). And he is slowly
falling in love with this new Armenian street that now conforms to the American
Dream of the Great Good Place.

‘The ramshackle pawnshop has been replaced by a flower shop, and the once
abandoned buildings had all been face-lifted and become respectable looking. To be
sure, the first impression of life behind these renovated facades seems a bit hysterical
(Festival, p. 67), and those old friends of Gregor scem to be Armenian translations of
Dickensian characters. Still, what a surprise! At the heart of the crime-ridden down-
town of the Philadelphia of the 1990s, there is an Armenian oasis where things are
not out of joint; where the joys of night life have not impinged on a healthy family
neighborhood {Faun:mm p. 320).

Itis such an anomaly: "Cavanaugh Street was a small town in a large city, and
PWPI-: there often talked and thought in ways that were more rural than urban” (Fes-
tival, p. 309). Such an anachronism: "Cavanaugh Strect thought it was living in the
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nineteenth century. Doors were for going in and out of, not for locking up. When they
locked up, they just lost their keys anyway. Besides, what could possibly happen in a
neighborhood like this?" (Feast, p. 59). Such perfection: "Cavanaugh Street was an
Eden when the serpent had been headed off at the pass" (Raven, p. 42).

"Give me your poor..."-- and like the Statue of Liberty, Cavanaugh Street invites
yet another gengration of landless Armenians to the Great Good Place of America.

Cavanaugh Street and America have been good to the earlier immigrants. In
Bleeding Hearts, we hear about this success story. When the women of Gregor's
generation raised their children, Cavanaugh Street was hardly better than a slum.
Their husbands worked day and night to make it possible for their children to study.
They literally sacrificed their health for the welfare of their families. They starved
themselves so that their children could eat meat. The Karens and Stephens, the Lisas
and Alexanders were bright and successful and eamed the big money. They rﬁpayod
their surviving parents with interest on every single cent they had ever been given.
ThusCmunughSmtcmnetobeambutemﬂwhmmcanmmssswtymdthe
Armentan sense of family (Bleeding Hearts, p. 89). The widowed mothers and the
odd surviving grandfather lead a life of leisure and luxury—the fathers had usually
died in their prime of exhaustion.

Cavanaugh Street has been remodelled by the generosity of the children and
their concern for their widowed mothers. "The buildings had been spruced up and
gutted and remodelled and rearranged. The tenements had been: changed into
townhouses and floor-through condominiums with twelve-foot-high ceilings and
marble fireplaces and Anderson windows in brownstone frames” (Festival, p. 74).

Thewomeacamemieaddxehfeofﬁm leisured nouveaux riches: showered with -

money, furs, diamonds, Ewmmnmmmmemm [Gregor is

‘surprized:
The changes that had come to Cavanaugh Street and that had first disturbed him
‘now amused him instead. So everybody's children and grandc hildren had grown
_maﬁgo&unckandwmeplaceupuil 1tloobadlikub1]!bowdﬁerknlph
Lauren Polo. So what? They were only trying to give the old people, who had
‘worked so hard for so long for so little, a taste of what most of the country had
falmsﬂi- een worlnng fo;{Mcim P 39).

grandso pmﬁdenmmpomi,ﬁﬁtwhyshonldn‘!j orge, !mr gmauiw’pmk"
-'whuMuonbuMmdmblmhandexplmm?mmSpwmk ‘who loves to
?upmhmhwydrmsﬁtﬂmmmﬁmxghfﬂmhémamwm




ful sweaters and socks that are presents of his grandson? What can one expect from a
family of Armenian "nuts” except the impossible apartment of old man George as
Gregor calls it:

the first time he'd seen it he'd thought he was hallucinating. George's grandson

Martin had made a killing in the stock market--six or seven killings, from the

look of it--and since George had adamantly refused to leave Cavanaugh Street

for the Main Line, Martin had decided to bring the Main Line to George. George's
apartment had been gutted and remodelled, its rooms made larger and airier, its
soft plywood floors replaced with polished oak, its plain walls adomed with
plaster moldings. In its present incarnation, it could have been a cover for Met-
ropolitan Home, or a page from one of those catalogs for Yuppies Who Have

Everything. :
Martin had bought his grandfather every possible useless gadget. "There were also
paintings, but both Gregor and George tried to ignore those. Martin had an unfortu-
nate passion for postmodern art" (Not a Creature, pp. 32f). Though the street is popu-
lated by any number of actual and potential "nuts”, they do not usually go quite to
such length to prove themselves.

The mundane ethnic focal points of Cavanaugh Street, Ohanian's Middle East-
ern Food Store and Ararat Restaurant, are certainly much more down to earth than
either old man George's lofty abode or all those impressive stone mansions of the
widows. Gregor's mother used to buy her chickens at Ohanian's; in fact it is the oldest
Armenian establishment on the street. The family left the old country so long ago that
they have forgotten how to write grammatically correct Armenian.

The daily life of the residents of Cavanaugh Street is controlled by food--Armen-
ian food, that is. Food unites them, gives meaning to their daily routine, socializes
them. Food is to be shared; this is the credo of old and new immigrants alike. Food
unites the continents; thus Father Tibor has established a well functioning food line
between Cavanaugh Street and Yerevan, Whether or not a person can appreciate the
joys provided by Armenian food often determings his true "ethnic” idenﬁty on
Cavanaugh Street, The merry widows wouldn't even mind if Gregor were to marry
Bennis, a true blue WASP; she loves the food they cook, and therefore she is one of
them. Food is the life blood of the community. To prepare it is the only creative
activity, their life task, left to the women, and they indulge in it with a vengeance,
They all love 1o eat eaohother‘sgoadms Thmsnouodepmcmethejoysofmokmg
and eating; they are at the heart of any civilization, man's very survival, but on
Cavanaugh Street eating is overdone. In the case of Father Tibor and the new immi-
grants, it is understandable that they need to make up for all the leunmm
experienced during Sm rule; but is it a collective need for the older residents to
compensate for something in their history as well?
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And so they eal, eat themselves through a Land of Cockaigne; and when the
women need a break they can all adjourn to the two mundane ethnic focal points of
their street where they are also treated to gossip and the news of the outside world.
The Ohanians may no longer be so sure about the shape of Armenian letters, but their
store room, a veritable Ali Baba's cave of Onental culinary delights, provides actu-
ally one of the very few tangible connections with the Middle East from whert they
all have originally come. But like so much else in ethnically-conscious America, both
store and restaurant are quaint and have become somewhat of a tourist attraction.
Spruced up as it is, but stagnating in its past, this might also be the fate of the street as
such. Perhaps the influx of the young immigrant families form Armenia will make a
viable community life possible again. The society of aging widows for whom the
absentee sons and daughters have so lovingly and abundantly provided is moribund.

These merry widows are delightful in their peculiar way and are sexually still
very much alive, yet they are basically parasites. They will suck out of their commu-
nity and children and lovers whatever they can, but they will return nothing in turn
excepl the food they cook. Their bright and successful sons and daughters will not
return, and the occasional grandehildren that come to seek their roots are not numer-
ous enough to carry on a viable community,

Gregor may have lost his wife Elizabeth, but by returing to his mother's house
he gained many "mothers”. Cavanaugh Street is a female world. And the Lida
Arkmanians, Hannah Krikorians, Sheila Kashimians, and all the others who once
were his classmates will cook for him and take good care of him, of any male who
strikes their fancy. They are powerful ladies of independent means. They may be
ladies of fashion dolled up in designer clothes, minks, and diamonds, yet they are still
very much the daughters of those powerful widowed Armenian ladies of old that the
Western travellers so often encountered in the villages of Anatolia.”

Mothers--Gregor has nothing against Armenian mothers. He himself remem-
bers his own mother and grandmother. They were wonderful women, perhaps a bit
hysterical and tyrannical (Murder Superior, p. 79). The Mothers rule the street. The
day commemorating them has no equal; Christ and God pale in their presence. "Nothing
was as big a holiday as Mother's Day on Cavanaugh Street”, or, "Mother's Day was
on a par with Easter on Cavanaugh Street, People around here said 'my mother’ the
:;ﬁ twelfth-century religious fanatics had said 'my God" (Dear @HiDeadijgp: 324,

~ The women are the residing spirits of the houses; of Ararat Restaurant where
‘Linda Metajian rules and where she hides her nagging and sereaming widowed grand-
mother (4 perfect virago, 1o borrow a term the travellers of last century used so freely
- When they deseribed clderly Armenian widows); of Ohanian's Grocery Store where
Krissa Ohanian waiches over her niece Mary and the caves of food. In his mind,
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Gregor associates Krissa with the type of the grand and strong Armenian women who
in former days led their families through times of war and famine (Bleeding Heart, p.
249).

These ladies are no prudes. They guard and initiate into the secrets and power of
sex as'we see in their prolonged "scientific” discussions concerning both the male
and the female orgasm (Precious Blood, passim), It seems that this is a topic that has
enjoyed a time-honored tradition among Armenian matrons as old George recalls:
"Even women of my generation talked about orgasms, and most of them are dead....
I think...that the women I grew up with wouldn't have called it orgasms" (Precious
Blood, p. 38). Old George is not all bothered by this topic, though he might be about
the "good" stories handed down from Armenian mother to daughter in which penises
and sodomy figure so prominently, stories which are as greatly appreciated by "the
ladies of Cavanaugh Street as they had been long ago by their ancestresses in Arme-
mia" (Festival, pp. 85-97). '

When these good Armenian sociely matrons get together and talk sex or give a.
party that stands under the sign of sex--as the party given by Hannah Krikorian to
celebrate her “friendship” with Paul Hazzard (Bleeding Heart, passim)—there is some-
thing mythic about them; they seem to become the embodiment of a very ancient
feminine force. It is as if we have stepped into the world of the ancient goddess Bona
Déa. ¥

Bona Dea presides over the secrets of women and cannot be bothered with silly
intruding men who have offended against the sacredness of womanhood. At the height
of her party, Hannah Krikorian--another very foolish Pompeia--allows her attractive
lover Paul Hazzard 1o enter her house, even her bedroom. He profanes the party,
basically a women's affair, with his presence. He has been very mean to his wife and
drove her insane; the Bona Dea and her women do not let such offences go unpun-
ished. At the height of the party, he is stabbed by one of them, though it is not an
Armenian woman, and it is left to Gregor, as it was once left to Julius Caesar, to see
that justice is done and that the female spirit of the feast of the goddess is purified *

On no other occasion in any of the other novels are all the women of Cavanaugh
Street assembled, and Hannah's apartment is transformed into an absolute female

"madhouse”. The different gm:aﬁons of the diaspora are collected under one roof,
and the modest atmosphere of Hannah's apartmient is turned into an orgy of food and
lewed sex talk as well as a celebration of Armenian womanhood.

They have all come: the six sex crazy teenage daughters of Mrs. Devorkian, all
the merry widowed Lidas and Sonias: And the venerable relics of the first generation,
those almost centenarian survivors ofmegmmmﬂmmon no other occasion
have come as well. They are &mesmoi&laﬂmimewwm Manoukian, Mrs.
Knndmn ‘Mrs.Vartanian, Mrs, Blrtm Mrs. Astokaian, and Mrs. Erijian. Their

i
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black-clad presence is forbidding and casts a shadow over the party. They guard
Hannah's apartment as if they were the different heads of the hell hound Cerberus.
Ase they the Sibylls, or the Furies, or the Fates of their little universe? Bennis would
say "all of the above”. She knows that they watch over the sexual welfare of the
denizens of the street as she has found out herself when they accosted her once in
church about her alleged immoral behavior with Gregor.

At Hannah's party, however, they scem to act as guardians of a yet deeper secret
of the feminine experience. This has to do with victimization, passive suffering, and
the genocide. Being passive and being victimized and yet survive, these points have
throughout history been associated with the feminine sphere of life. The few survi-
vors we see in Ms. Haddam's novels are all women, and they all carry within them the
knowledge of death, and yet they are the carriers of life as well. Life and death: those
are the mysteries of the Bona Dea.

Such a memory of the mysterium tremendum of the Bona Dea is a sacred trust
that should not be shared lightly; this holds true also in the world of the novels. This
"trust” partly explains the behavior of any first generation that have survived a
hollocaust and who refuse to express their "shame" and trauma and at times even
deny them. We are remunded of the behaviour of the grandmother in Rise the Euphrates.
The celebration of such a "mystery” knowledge seems also to be at the heart of Hannah's
party. The presence of all the women of Cavanaugh Street emphasizes this fact. It is
during their party that we have one of the extremely rare occasions when we hear
about the genocide. Again the account is very restrained and underplayed, again re-
moved almost to the realm of fairy tale and myth as when we hear about the events of
1915 and 1916 from Gregor's mother and grandmother. The women carry this know-
ledge in their soul; they do not need to speak about it. It suffices for Mrs. Vartanian to
utter, her voice "pregnant with doom”, that she too has come from Armenia. "1916"

‘says it all. The date suffices. No need 10 explain and describe.

Linda Melajian, the young enlightened guardian of Ararat restaurant, needs to
see these unmentionable events more clearly and in a little wider context. Her great-
gmﬁnmhwhadmmﬁnmhmmdymsbmﬂdhﬂehwdwml Her
little child and her husband had been killed during the Turkish massacres. She kept
photos of them 1n her room. Then she came to Cavanaugh Street, marricd again, had
another family. And she led a good and happy life.

This "mystery" of survival exemplified by Linda's ancestress is celebrated
Hannal's party as it is every day by the women of Cavanaugh Street. There is no need
o tell the gory details over and over again; and so we never see Father Tibor, who
loves o mmymda&tmmwmmm 24. In fact, in the world of
the novels it is dangerous 10 approach these events too closely when coming from
‘outside the experience. Precisely this is what Paul Hazzard, the outsider, the man,







that connects them with the genocide.

Formidable though she is, she will succumb to the ways of her new environment
as did the carly immyigrants; and thus she literally "falls" and breaks her hip in the
embrace of old man George while dancing the tango as he was "lowering her down to
the floor". So we leave her, this new "Empress of the Universe” of Cavanaugh Street,
this "tiny queen of an oversized throne”, holding hnrbiackgmguyh cane "like Queen
Victoria about to chastise Disraeli. Her sping was straight, Her head was held bigh...her
eyes as clear and hard and bright as an evil imp's" (Festival, passim). The family
heirloom though will pass to her niece Sophie.

‘While the survivors watch and admonish, Aunt Helena experiences her "fall",
the merry widows cook and have their last ﬂmg,s with !heﬂpp@mtcmmﬂf their
daughters and granddaughters have retumed to live on. anmugf_; Street. There is

“also the newcomer, the lovely young Sophie from Yerevan, a worthy addition to any
society. After she has satisfied her insatiable thirst for education, she will retum and
settle: down with young hopeful Joey Ohanian of the food store, “ha:dly' a pious,
traditional Armenian young man" and more in the line of "'smmihmg of anp" (Fes-
“tival, p. 122) who is head over heels in love with her. The strain of the new immiggant
tradition in this union will regenerate the old.
~ Sonja Veladian who works with UNICEF has retumed from Somalia. The sexual
abuse she expenienced from one of her mother's many lovers when she was a young
gitl, it seems, has not left too deep a scar. She is jovial, bnght,aud well educated. But
will she stay? (Bleeding Hearts, pp. 273-286),

We have already met Mary Ohanian and Linda Mehajian, the young lad:espm—
siding over the food establishments. Linda is the l::,-pmal young Armenian woman of
the younger generation. She has attended one of the most prestigious private univer-
sities in New England where she did extremely well. Yet she retumed and helps her
family run the restaurant, She will stay, and so will Mary.

It is the embediment of the new Armenian-American woman, Donna
Moradanyan, who like a Madonna rules supreme over Cavanaugh Street. The future
of the community is centered around her; her illegitimal e son Tommy, the son of an
Armenian father; and Russell Donahue, her Irish-American husband-wnhe, This will
e the new nuclear family of the integrated Armenian society in the American diaspora.

The tightly closed Armenian community of the earlier ‘generations has opened
up a bil, and prejudices and ethnic barriers have softened. This process started al-
ready in the first vnhnnwfthemwish the true blue WASP Bennis's coming to
Cavanaugh Street and her acceptance as possible future wife of Gregor by the wi-
dows. We see a similar concern for patterns of social changadamoﬁediﬂﬂmfﬂa
Euphrates, but as usual, Ms. Haddam examines superficially and does not show what
type of human pain is Wﬂﬁ&&pﬂn of the individuals who are trying to break




down social patterns and mores.

Donna has never belonged 1o the group of bright and promising daughters of the
street, though she is eccentric enough to feel there at home. And she turns out to be a
good mother. She loves to cook, she is artistic, and she loves to decorate in a grand
way. On every possible holiday, the mansions of the widows and the church as well
are wrapped up like gigantic gift packages. Another "nut". Nobody would ever sus-
pect that she 1s Armenian, From where she has gotten her looks remains a riddle to
Gregor. How is it that she "came out looking like a virginal Swedish exercise nut"
since all the "unpteen-thousand” of her ancestors were definitely of Armenian extrac-
tion? (Not a Creature, p. 145),

Since she is such a nice and naive girl, the whole Armenian enclave watches
over her when she becomes an art student at university. Yet that concern doesn't
prevent her from getting pregnant. She does have enough sense to realize that Peter
Desanian is very unreliable and that she should not get married to him even though
her bright little Tommy needs a father very badly. Enter Russell Donahue, It will be a
good marriage, the street approves of the match, including Donina’s mother, but in her
case it is for all the wrong reasons. Little Tommy who at the age of four talks like a
professor will have a good father.

The future of Cavanaugh Street lies also with Holy Trinity Church and the resi-
dent priest Father Tibor, both representing the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church.
Cavanaugh Street is blissfully unaware of the existence of both the Armenian Catho-
lic and Protestant churches.

Cavanaugh Street was an Armenian-American neighborhiood and therefore dedi-

cated to the Armenian Christian church.... Long ago, Armenia had been the first

country on carth to make Christianity a state religion. Lately, Armenia seemed
poised to become the most fervent example of religious revival in the newly
liberated countries of Eastern Europe. On Cavanaugh Street, the response was
subtler but undeniable. Even old agnostics like Gregor showed up at church on
Sunday, and a surprising number of young people--raised to be secular children
I a secular age--weren't agnostic at all. Father Tibor Kasparian kept them all
moving in the direction he wanted them to go (Festival, pp. 675).
Father Tibor preaches and practices a practical version of Christianity, and so the
doors of the church and the doors of the homes and hearts of Cavanaugh Street have
been opened wide 10 the new wave of immigrants, and to any branch of persecuted
mankind for that matter. |
Lida and her “cohorts" have found a new purpose in life; they cook and bake
and send food packages to the new Republic of Armenia. They are forever busy
doing something for their newly formed Society for the Support of an Independent
Armenia. For Father Tibor, it is an article of faith to help anyone who suffers and
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He has succeeded in translating his insight into daily action: he is an intellectual who

knows many languages, yet like St. Francis he enjoys communicating with birds and

brings up by hand and eye dropper orphaned kittens. Onee deprived of food, he has

leamned to appreciate God's gift to mankind and has become a champion eater. He is a

great lover of books and collects them "like other people collect dust.” A saint, per-

haps, but a quirky and Dickensian one, comfortable to be with.

The same we can say about the Armenian oasis Ms. Haddam has created and her
version of Armenian history. True to a point: a world removed and cleansed, a world
comfortable to live in. And aren't these the characteristics and qualities that make the
topos of the Great Good Place so attractive to us?
 Ms, Haddam has chronicled her fictionalized version of a social history of an
Armenian mmmumty in the diaspora. "True" sociologists and historians more than
likely will raise their leamned eyebrows at such an assertion. What historical truth is
there to be gleaned fmm mystery novels? But what is closer to the Truth: events that
actually happened or fictionalized events that migh happen'? Naturally: the latter,
Aristotle says. And who are we to contest the insight of our great teacher?
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