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For those who don’t run.





THE ESCAPE APRIL 23, 1941

I raise my eyes and look up towards the bright and fractured light.

The explosions have shaken the ground and sky and thrown me from my feet and the place I stood only moments before. I land heavily in the dirt where displaced earth falls around me in uneven and staccato waves. As the churned and burnt soil returns back to where it once rested, I squint through the haze of unnatural precipitation, holding my hand up to shield my view, and this is what I see: the soldiers I travelled with from Thermopylae are all dead, bodies lying between and amongst the rocks of the mountain we’ve defended, and the young Greek resistance fighters we met along the way are in retreat, heading farther up the mountain to run south across the rest of the Attic Peninsula and on towards Athens. I’m the only British soldier that’s left. I’m the only one from my entire company that’s still alive. The women and children we saved from the orphanage have gone ahead of us, to try to get to Athens, to Piraeus, and the sea, to be able to evacuate to the islands, or Africa, somewhere that’s still safe and free, and we’ve stayed behind to fight the Germans to give them time. We’ve done that now; we’ve fought the Germans that march south, and delayed them, so it’s our turn to try to get to Athens. As I rise from the ground where I’ve been thrown by the force of the explosions, that’s the only thought I have, the only one that’s still left. Rise. Rise. We have to go.

I stand.

I wobble on unsteady feet as I look north and west, towards the advancing Germans, coming up the mountain through the swirling storm of dust they’ve created.

Then I turn and begin to run south.

My legs work slowly at first, but after a few paces they start to stretch and loosen, and I begin to sprint along with the young Greek fighters. We run to the top of the pass we’ve defended as the air around us explodes with bullets and mortars. The ground shakes even more, and the young, dark-haired, dark-eyed Greek that runs next to me falls. He must have tripped, I think, but when I glance down, I see that he didn’t trip at all, and it was more than that. There’s blood on his shirt, near his stomach. I’m about to reach down to help him but his friend comes first, the one who used to talk around the campfire in the moments that were silent and full of fear and doubt, and who told me in accented English his name was Costa. So I turn back towards the Germans, instead, and raise my rifle and fire blindly into the dust and swirling wind where I know they march. I’m trying to help hold the pass just a little bit longer, to give Costa and his friend more time to stand, and keep going, but Costa holds his friend’s head in his lap and I realize I’m not giving them time to stand, but for something else, instead.

I hear words.

I hear passionate and important words with deep and labored breaths in-between, and they come from the soldier that Costa’s holding, the one that’s dying in his friend’s lap in these wild hills north of the city and the sea.

Promise me.

Raise him to honor his grandfather.

It’s beautiful, it’s all beautiful.

I hear the words, and I feel them, too.

I feel what these two have gone through together, and endured, and what they’ve fought for and what they still fight for—what all in this country still fight for—and it’s why we need to keep going.

So, after a moment, we do.

It’s hard to leave him there.

It’s hard to leave him with empty eyes staring up at the clear, blue, and endless sky, but we have to, and there are only two of them now, only two Greek fighters left out of all that stood with me and fought against evil under the warm and late spring sun. We start to run again, together, faster, then I hear one more bullet and as soon as I do, there’s a searing pain in my thigh and I fall in another shower of dust and dirt that powders my face and rushes into my throat and lungs to choke me.

The Greeks whip their heads around.

They stop running and come back to me.

They try to pick me up, to help me back to my feet, but I shake my head.

“Oxi,” I tell them. “No.”

It’s one of the only words I’ve learned in the weeks I’ve been in this country, and when I say it, they understand: they still have to get to Athens before the Germans, and they won’t be able to do that if they have to wait for me, if they have to travel with someone who’s been injured and can’t run.

They look at each other.

“Go,” I tell them and hope they can see in my eyes that I want them to, that my word is more than just a word, that it’s a prayer, too, and a wish.

There’s another moment.

Then they nod, each in turn.

“May God watch over you,” the taller one says, in thicker and more-accented English.

“Thank you,” the second answers, the one I’d seen cradle the head of his friend who has just died. “Efcharisto.”

There’s one more moment, and one more look.

Then they turn and begin to run again.

Like Pheidippides, I whisper, barely even a whisper, more breath than words that pass between my lips as they sprint into the distance, quickly over hills and grass and dirt, on and towards the ancient city and capital.

After they’re gone, I turn and look around.

I have a pistol with only two rounds, so that won’t be much use in defense, and there’s nowhere to hide, really, but the sun is beginning to set and soon the light will be gone, and it’ll be night. I see a small grove of low bushes. I make a decision based on fading light and last chances and crawl towards it. The land here is dry and dusty—too dry and dusty, on this part of the peninsula—and dirt cakes to my legs, arms, and face as I crawl, and I let it. I let it come and stay wherever it will on my skin to help disguise me, to make me and my body part of the earth and this peninsula, too.

I get to the bushes.

I look behind me, where I just was.

The Germans are cresting the mountain pass, cautiously coming to the top and then peering over to the other side, the southern side, where I am, looking behind rocks, around trees, searching for any place more resistance could be hiding to continue to shoot at them as they advance.

But there’s no more resistance left.

There’s only me.

I pull myself into the bushes.

I position the branches and leaves so they partially cover my body, then reach down to my leg and look at the wound that’s there. The bullet passed through the flesh of my upper thigh, tearing muscle, and blood has seeped out and through the cloth of my military-issue pants. I know what I need to do. I grab onto my leg. I take a deep breath and even though the pain is excruciating, beyond anything I’ve ever felt in my life and infinitely more painful than the bullet itself, I squeeze my leg as hard as I can so more blood comes. When it does, I put my hands into the blood, then reach up and smear it in uneven streaks across my face, chest, arms, nearly every inch of my body so that it’s everywhere on me, and then I lay still.

I don’t move.

I stay like this in the same spot, in the same way, and I close my eyes so I don’t see them.

I can hear them, though.

They keep walking, down the mountain, coming very carefully.

They get closer.

Soon I can feel the ground rumble from their tanks and hear the soldiers that walk alongside and in front of the tanks speaking, shouting, answering each other in foreign words I don’t understand and a language I wish I’d never heard. I smell gas and oil, too, as they get closer. This might sound strange, but I can smell evil, as well, amongst the smell of everything else. I can feel it. It comes with them.

A soldier walks near me. I hold my breath.

His leather boots crunch on small rocks as I silently compose a prayer in my mind that he continues, that he doesn’t stop at the grove here where I hide. But he does. He comes even closer and then I feel him directly above me, looking down. This is it, I realize. I make a quick calculation. I still have my pistol resting in my outstretched hand, on my palm, and I could bring it up and get one shot off and still have one bullet left after that, so if I’m to die, I could still kill one of them and bring one with me. That’s it, I think. That’s what I’ll do. It will be my death, but it will be one of theirs, also, and just before I go to make my move, I feel the pistol gently taken from my palm and so I remain as I am. My eye cracks ever so slightly and I see a young German soldier—probably no more than eighteen years old, by my guess, one that doesn’t need to shave yet—and he looks at the pistol he’s just found. He opens the chamber and sees the two bullets that are in it. He nods once, satisfied apparently, then closes the chamber and reaches back down again. I can feel my body tense. I don’t want it to, but it does. He wipes the blood that’s on the handle back onto my uniform, then stands and tucks the pistol into his belt and turns to jog back towards the tanks and other Germans.

I wait until he’s away, until he’s far enough away.

Then I finally exhale.

In the distance, the sun sinks even further until it’s almost gone, and I watch from the bushes with slitted eyes as the Germans continue on and into the distance, light and color reflecting off them as they head farther south, closer and closer to Athens with each step they take, with each revolution of the tracks on their tanks. The sun finally leaves altogether, and sets, and with it the warmth leaves, too; it gets very cold this time of year when the sun’s gone, so I shiver now, also, and I wait.

I need to be sure.

When I am, I stand again.

The muscles in my injured leg have begun to tighten and lock, and any way I try to move the leg is incredibly painful, but it will have to be, and I will have to endure the pain if I want to leave, and if I want to live.

I do.

I do want to live. I need to.

I try to think beyond the throbbing in my leg as the soldiers that just passed will now make it to Athens before I ever could, even if I wasn’t injured, and soon this entire area where I stand will be controlled by Germans, so I have to find another way. I think back to the map I studied while I sat in the bright Egyptian sun at Alexandria and waited for the ship that would bring me and the rest of the British troops here. The Germans will have taken Chalcis already, I know, so I’ll go south of Chalcis and find somewhere smaller, somewhere they don’t care about and won’t conquer until later, after they take Athens. I rip a piece of uniform—a strip of cloth from around the hem of my shirt, near the waist—and I tie it above my thigh. I pull firmly on the fabric to cinch the knot as tightly as I can, and the bleeding stops, or at least slows to something manageable and I begin to drag myself through night and darkness. I say drag because that’s what I have to do with my leg, to make it obey the commands from my body it can’t obey on its own. I have to reach the coast before the sun comes, so I pull myself and limp through the entire night and am nearly there when light starts to peek above the hills in front of me. It rises higher in the sky, and exposes me again, to any enemies that might come or be near.

It’s a chance I’ll have to take.

I keep going, faster now, as fast as I can.

Fresh blood starts to come but I ignore it, then smell salt on the breeze, and that’s how I know I’m close. I crest the last hill in front of me and then do more than smell the sea, because I see it now, too, calm and spread before me to the east. I see a small house near where sea meets land, and I begin to walk towards it. As soon as I’m there, even though the sun has only just begun to rise, a man emerges with a rifle pointed at me and I quickly raise my hands into the air. My uniform is bloody and torn, but it’s still what it is, and belongs to the nation it belongs to, and he sees that and recognizes who I fight for and that I’m a friend.

“British,” I say to him. “Anglia.”

He lowers the rifle.

“Nai,” he says, nodding. “Kalo.”

“Nai,” I repeat, also nodding, then see his wife and two young children come to the doorway behind him. He notices my leg and gestures because he knows I need help, but I shake my head again to tell him no, oxi, there’s no time. “I need a boat,” I say instead. “Skafos.”

“Skafos?” he asks, eyebrows raised now.

“Nai,” I nod.

He waits for a moment, then looks back at his wife and motions for her to stay with the children. He starts to walk. I follow after him. We go down a rocky path and he goes slowly, in front of me, so I can keep up. I soon see another house in the distance, one that’s nearly the same size and shape as his house.

“Skafos,” he says, and I look to where he’s pointing.

There’s a dock below us that extends into the sea and a small fishing boat tied at the end of it, bobbing gently in the soft waves.

“Doesn’t he need it?” I ask.

“Aftos einai nekros,” he responds, shaking his head.

I know what the man has told me even without knowing the words, and I still want to pay him or somebody for the boat rather than just take it, but I can’t, as the only thing of value I have is the ring I wear on the second finger of my right hand—the ring I’ve worn and never taken off for a day in my life, not since I turned sixteen—and I’d rather die than give it away.

I stand there and look back at him.

This is his friend he’s talking about, I know, and whose boat he’s giving me, probably his lifelong and childhood friend, and I finally nod, slightly.

So does he.

“God bless you,” he says in heavy, accented English.

Then without any more words, he turns and begins back up towards his family.

I go in the other direction, and down towards the boat.

I soon get there and to the dock, quickly untie the boat, toss the rope inside, then climb over the edge myself and to where I can sit on the wooden bench and take the oars that rest against the sides. I use one of them to reach out and push off from the dock. I begin to float out, into the Aegean, through the silent and calm morning that is of course anything but those things. I spin the boat so my back is to the south, the direction I need to travel, then dip the oars into the salty, wine-dark, and ancient sea, and I begin to pull.



It’s not very long until the storm comes.

I keep the land to my left, the still-rising sun to my right, and follow closely along the coast, as closely as I dare. As the sun begins to climb even higher and warmth begins to return, the coast narrows to a point, then ends altogether, and I sail past it and continue between intermittent islands of all shapes and sizes and whose names I don’t know. I wonder what they are. I wonder what their histories have been, and what they’ve seen, and what stories live there. I sail around and past them, not sure what I’d find if I stopped, as most don’t look inhabited, and I need to get to Crete; it’s the southernmost and largest of all the Greek islands and where the Greek government and royal family have fled, and where they’ll set up another government and continue to fight, and I’ll join them there, and I will, too.

I pass by more islands, and more time passes, also, as I dip the oars and pull them through water, then soon it becomes dark.

The sun sets in the distance in a way I’ve never quite seen before, a majestic spectacle of burnt oranges and soft yellows, juxtaposed against the clear azure of the water and craggy pieces of land, then once the light is gone, I follow the stars.

The temperature drops even more.

Even for this time of year, it seems unnaturally cold, and I can feel the pressure begin to change in the air, all around me.

The wind picks up.

And then, after the wind comes, so too does the rain.

Based on the calculations I’ve made of how long the journey from Attica to Crete should take, I must be close, I think—somewhere south of Santorini, and north of Irakleio, my destination—but I’m not close enough to reach Irakleio before the full brunt of the storm gets to me. The wind begins to whip even more and waves get bigger. The swells are small at first, then larger, and that’s when the wind begins to change, too; it’s swirled for the last few minutes, but then starts to blow uniformly, in the same direction, and it blows west. I’m confused by this because west is the direction in which weather usually comes, not goes, but there’s been nothing normal or natural about any of this, not anything that’s happened over the last months of war and death and men killing men, all in the name of power, prejudices, and lies. And that’s why I’m here, after all, isn’t it? That’s why I’m here and it’s what we’re fighting against. I don’t know how long the storm lasts, but it seems to go on forever, and so does the rest of the dark and cold night; wind and swells only increase as it drags on, and waves crash over the side of the boat and fill my mouth with salt and foam and water.

Then as the waves and wind increase, even more, the boat starts to fill.

It’s small at first, just a little bit of water, then there’s more.

One of the oars is ripped away by a wave, then soon the other is, too.

I cup my hands together.

I try to scoop as much water from the boat as I can, but it’s no use, there’s too much, and the waves only get bigger, crashing over the edge with more strength and determination and frequency. I shiver violently, freezing in the cold Greek night but there’s nothing else to do but try because the alternative is death.

How far am I from Crete?

How far am I from land, from any of the islands, even one I’m not trying to reach?

It’s dark so I can’t see anything, but I sit higher, then stand to try to see further, too, over the waves, and that’s then when the biggest one comes—the biggest wave yet—and I lose my balance and the boat starts to tip and then flip and I’m thrown from it as it’s launched up into the air on the back of the great wave and I plunge down into the cold and dark water. I hold my breath then quickly push myself back to the surface and I get there in just enough time to see the boat coming back down again and straight towards me and where I tread water. It strikes me squarely on top of the head, and as it does, my arms go limp, and I feel water rush into my nose and mouth and it burns, and so does the top of my head, and I slip back beneath the waves.

I push myself to the surface again.

I gasp for air between the swells and reach and feel my hair and find blood there, a great deal of blood, then I look for the boat but it’s been pushed away by current and wind and never-ending waves. I try to fight for a moment and swim towards it, but it’s too far and only getting sucked farther and farther from where I swim, and I need to conserve energy. I look around. Another wave comes and washes over me and I clear the salt and water from my eyes, and spit as much from my mouth as I can. I look around and still don’t see any land, not anywhere that I look. Is this it? Is this the end? Will I be lost here, and forgotten, my body never seen or found or brought back to England, or will my fate be something else, and something different?

I’m determined for it to be something different.

So I start to swim.

I pull myself in the direction I think is south, and even though I’m a strong swimmer, I soon begin to tire. I’m losing blood from the wound on my head and my mouth fills with more water, and my nose does, too. Soon my limbs don’t respond like they normally do; first it’s my arms, then my legs. My whole body seems to relax. I don’t want it to, but it does. I try to lift my head. I try to lift my eyes to see over the waves and towards the horizon, to see if there’s any land there, and even more water rushes into my mouth. I reach for my hand. I feel my ring. It’s still there, on the second finger, as it should be. At least that’s something that won’t be broken; at least, if nothing else, that’s a promise that will be kept, even if there are no others that will be fulfilled. I look at the bright and cold moon above and try to whisper another prayer, a prayer to any God, ancient or modern, that might be watching or listening, but before I finish and last words come, there’s more water. There’s more water, everywhere, all around me, rushing between my lips and then filling my lungs. I splutter and choke as I lose consciousness and finally succumb and begin to descend into the sea.

The last thing I taste is salt.

The last thing I see, above me, is light.





1 APRIL 25, 1941

I walk along the familiar road from Chania that heads west from the city. It hugs the rugged northern coast of the great southern island of Greece, and once I’m outside the city and beyond the ancient Venetian walls, I go past the place where sea meets rock until there’s sand, I round a sharp bend to where the water either laps or crashes against more rock, depending on the season, then when the rock turns to sand once more, that’s where I find his body. I stop walking and look towards where it’s washed onto the beach, squinting my eyes, making sure this is really what I’m seeing. It is. Is he alive or dead? I don’t know but I can tell it’s a man based on the size of the body and military uniform he’s wearing, even though it’s ripped, torn, and drenched with water. I look around. There’s no one else on the road. There’s no one else that can help, so I pick up the hem of my skirt and start to run down and towards him. The beach of Chryssi Akti is shaped into a crescent and there are only gentle waves that lap against the sand here as the beach is shielded from any larger ones by the small island that’s only a half kilometer into the sea and creates a natural barrier. I leave the path and when I reach the body, and see it even closer, I see the man doesn’t wear a Greek uniform, like I was expecting, but the uniform of a British soldier. It’s one I see often as there are British everywhere on Crete, quartered in the Old Town of Chania, here in the west, and they’ve been here for some months now; they’ve come from North Africa and are constantly shuttled between Chania and Souda Bay, a few kilometers east of the city, over the low and soft hills of the Akrotiri Peninsula, with Souda Bay being the largest and deepest harbor in the Mediterranean so also where much of the British fleet is now docked.

The British have garrisoned and held our ports and cities so the Greek soldiers of the Cretan 5th Division could go to the mainland to fight the Italians and Germans who came and invaded after the Greek victory over the Italians, which was the first Allied victory of the entire war. And it was Greece, and our Cretan soldiers, with my husband amongst them, who helped bring that victory. I received Demetrios’s last letter just two weeks ago. Every time I walk this road I look north, across the soft waves and past the small island, hoping to see a boat or any sign of him coming home. I haven’t seen anything yet, but I still look, every time I pass, and still hope, because I know one day he will.

I roll the soldier over, and when I do, I see his chest move.

He’s breathing.

It’s soft and shallow and labored, the type of breathing that feels like it could give out at any moment, but it hasn’t, at least not yet. I shake him to try to get him to return to consciousness, but his eyes don’t open. Then I see the wound on his leg and blood that’s stained his trousers and hasn’t washed away. Or, perhaps it has, but more has come since he’s washed ashore. How long has he been here? I shake him even harder and when he doesn’t respond, I gently slap him on the cheek, to try to get him to return to this world, but nothing seems to work.

I look around again.

There’s still no one else on the small, winding road that leads west and away from Chania, then up towards the mountains and my village, and I can’t carry or move him on my own. It’s risky to leave him in this state, but if he’s going to have a chance, it’s the only way, so I grab him underneath his arms and strain the muscles in my chest to pull him farther up onto the sand and away from the cold sea that’s been softly lapping against his body.

I turn back towards the path.

I look behind me, once more, at his pale skin, wet hair, and still-closed eyes.

Then I take a deep breath, pull the length of my skirt up to my knees again, and begin to run.



It’s not long until I come to the olive groves.

Our village is in a valley between two hills, just south of Chania, and a little west, on the way towards the high-peaked mountains called the White Mountains because of how long snow stays crested and bright on their greatest heights, and even when the snow finally melts in late summer, there’s limestone underneath which is white also, so the mountains always seem to look the same, no matter the season or time. But before you get to the mountains, and the valley between them, where we live, there are rows of olives that the family I’ve married into has owned and tended since before any on this island can remember. That’s where I find the boys. Our farm has both olives and sheep, and since all the young men we’d hired previously to help are now fighting on the mainland, it’s fallen to me and Demetrios’s two younger brothers, Ikaros and Tasos, just fifteen and thirteen, to keep the farm running and bring our wares to sell in the agora at Chania. When Demetrios first left more than six months ago, I started going to the olives alone because Tasos, his youngest brother, wasn’t yet tall enough to reach the branches, even with a ladder, or carry the buckets of water. But Tasos has grown a great deal in the last months, as boys do when they’re young, so he can reach the lowest branches to help prune now. He’s grown wider in the shoulders and arms, too, and is strong enough to carry the buckets, so I’ve been going to the fields above our village with the sheep to graze, which I prefer, and leaving the boys to take care of the trees that are closer to the coast and city, where it’s warmer, and where the olives grow better in the hot sun on the north-and-east-facing slopes, dusted by the salt carried to them on the breeze from the Sea of Crete.

When I see them, I call out.

“Ikaros!” I shout, as I keep running. “Tasos!”

They hear my voice and when they see me, hurrying towards where they stand on ladders with shears in their hands, heads and bodies amongst the branches they’re trimming, they jump down with concern in their eyes and when I reach them, I tell them what’s happened, and what I’ve found. As soon as they hear, the trees are immediately forgotten. Ikaros and Tasos both were too young to go to the mainland when the young men of this island were volunteering to fight, but they’re still old enough to wish they’d been allowed to and do their part to help defend our country from those that would come once again and try to take it from us.

Especially Ikaros.

He was only fifteen when Demetrios and the others left, but he’s nearly sixteen now, just a few months shy of his birthday, and he’s devoured every single letter that Demetrios has sent to me; he’s pored over maps of mountains near the northern border, drawn lines by candlelight representing troops and movements, studied strategy and logistics and battles along with listening to every radio broadcast from both Athens and the BBC. Now, in front of me, he runs to the donkey that carries the buckets of water slung over its back—a bucket on each side of the animal, connected by a piece of thick rope to balance them—and tosses the buckets from the donkey and to the ground.

“Let’s go,” he says.

All three of us turn and run towards Chryssi Akti, pulling the donkey behind, and when we get to the beach, I see the soldier hasn’t moved. No one else has come, either. We run to where he lays on the sand, where I pulled him from the sea and waves, and when we get to him, I take him under one shoulder, Tasos takes him under the other, and Ikaros grabs his feet. We lift and spin his body so he’s face down, then lift him again, higher this time, and drape him across the donkey’s back. The donkey is used to carrying dozens of buckets of water and olives that together weigh more than one British palikari, so it’s not an unexpected or too-heavy burden for the animal as we quickly start back up the path again, and towards the village. I think about taking him to Chania, and the British garrison that’s there, but it’s too far; our village, and the doctor that lives near us, is much closer.

“Do you think he was in the war?” I hear and turn to see Ikaros looking at me.

His brother is looking at me, too, and I glance at the soldier’s wounded head, his leg, the bullet-sized hole that’s there in his uniform and the blood still on the fabric that’s around it.

“I don’t know,” I tell them, but without conviction.

Because the truth is obvious: of course he was in the war.

“How do you think he got separated?”

It’s Tasos that asks this time.

I turn and look at him, as we keep walking.

“I don’t know,” I tell him. “But I’m not sure how much time he has, so if we want to find out, run ahead and make sure Doctor Papadakis is ready and then maybe you’ll be able to ask him yourself.”

Tasos looks at me for another moment.

Then he nods and starts to sprint up the path.

I watch for a moment, his young and skinny legs expertly picking their way between small rocks and not seeming to tire at all—not when there’s a task at hand as important as this—and as he heads into the distance, I turn and look behind us for a moment. I look at the beach, then out at the sea: at the gentle and familiar waves and small island that’s there. I think of the last time I was there, on the island. I also think of the first time I was, both of which were with my husband, and memorable, but for different reasons, and then I look at the waves again and I know what they’ve brought to us, and I wonder, what else will they bring? What else could they bring? Where is the fighting now that it’s no longer in the north, and what has happened in Greece to bring this man to our shores? Where is Demetrios in all this? If a British palikari was able to cross the Aegean, then what about my husband, a Greek palikari? Will he be able to cross, too, and in the same way? And what about the others, all the other brave men who have left to go and fight? Will they also return? Will the sea also bring them back, back to us, back to this ancient and beautiful island where we’ve made our homes for more generations than can be counted? They say that Knossos, in the eastern part of Crete, is the oldest city in all of Europe, and while I don’t know if that’s true, or if it’s typical Greek embellishment and storytelling, I know what I believe, and what I hope, and what I’ve prayed for. I normally only pray at night, right before I close my eyes for the day, but I now let myself whisper one more prayer, and I whisper it in the light. I pray for my husband. I pray for him, and our future, and our island. Then when the prayer’s finished, I turn back to Ikaros, who walks steadily next to me, and the foreign soldier that we carry back towards our ancient village and the doctor that’s there that might be able to save his lost and brave life.



When we arrive, people have come from their houses to get a glimpse of this strange man that’s been brought to their village. They’ve all heard what’s happened on the mainland, of course, with Athens falling to the Nazis and now they wonder, the same as I do, what will be next: will the Germans come here, to Crete, or will they stop at the capital and leave the islands alone? The entire village has been able to talk of nothing else for the last days and weeks but now, with the arrival of this soldier, the future seems to have finally intruded into our lives in a way we haven’t been able to imagine yet or comprehend.

Eyes follow us as we go.

We hurry down uneven cobblestone streets—Ikaros, myself, and the donkey, with the soldier draped across its back—then finally come to our house at the northern edge of both the village and valley, with the white-capped peaks in front of us and just a little farther south.

Doctor Papadakis is waiting at the door.

Tasos stands next to him, and Giannis and Angeliki are there, too, Demetrios’s parents and my mother and father-in-law. The doctor comes forward when he sees we’ve arrived, and so do Giannis and Tasos, and they help me and Ikaros pull the soldier from the donkey’s back and carry him into the house. It’s a large house where we live, in comparison to the others in the village, with a living room, kitchen, and three small bedrooms. We take him to the smallest of the bedrooms, which Tasos and Ikaros normally share, and gently lay him down on Ikaros’s twin bed where Doctor Papadakis starts to examine and see if he might be able to save a life this morning.

“There’s a wound,” I say, as I point. “On his leg.”

“Has he been shot?” Tasos asks, his eyes wide.

I look at Giannis and Angeliki and they push the two boys towards the door, and when they’re gone, I turn back to the doctor.

“Do you think he’ll live?” I ask.

“It looks like he’s lost a lot of blood, but the saltwater probably helped, at least a little.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means there’s likely no infection, so we’ll sew him up, do everything we can, then the rest will be with God and we’ll see if he wakes in a day or two.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then he’ll starve and die.”

I stand there for another moment, looking at the doctor.

Then I nod, understanding.

I go back out of the room as he begins his work, through the house and outside again to where Giannis and Angeliki wait with Tasos and Ikaros, under the shade of the great olive trees that grow here, too, with tall and pointed cypress scattered around and between them.

All four of them turn and look as I come to stand in front of them.

We’re silent for a moment, all of us, each with our own thoughts.

Then Angeliki speaks, softly and carefully.

“We heard on the radio while you were in the city that the king’s gone to a village near Knossos, and the government’s on its way here.”

“Here?” I ask, frowning. “What do you mean?”

“To Chania.”

“They must think it’s safe here, then,” I say, and speak a little louder than I normally would to make sure the boys hear, too, and they do.

Tasos smiles.

Ikaros frowns.

“What about Demetrios?” he asks, the question that’s been on all our minds, the one I’ve only dared whisper when no one else is listening, when no one else is there to hear or remember except the wind and gnarled trunks and ancient branches of the olives that we tend.

“There wasn’t any mention of our troops,” Angeliki says to her middle son, then swallows.

That’s why she’s spoken softly, and we can’t go down that path.

“I’ll take the boys to my parents,” I say instead, because their bedroom is now being occupied by the British palikari, and Giannis nods, then Angeliki, and after a moment, the boys do, too, both at the same time.

We turn and we go, and bring the donkey with us.

We walk through the rest of the village and towards the farm where I grew up, which is not far beyond the last of the buildings, just a little bit farther south, through the valley and away from the main part of town. The sun’s beginning to set and shadows reach down and crisscross in shapes and patterns across our path. As we get closer to the farm, the wind picks up and brings with it a strong scent of cinnamon. There’s almond, too, that I smell on the breeze along with the cinnamon, and I know that means Mana is baking paximathia. My mother’s the best cook in the village, a gift that somehow hasn’t passed to me, and the secret ingredient in her paximathia that gives away what she’s making is always the extra cinnamon. The boys smell the cookies, too, but I take them to the barn first, on the far side of the house and near the fields. They put the donkey back into his stall and pour him a cup of grain, exactly as my father has shown and taught them, then Tasos takes the bridle off the donkey’s head and hangs it on a nail. I show the boys where they can sleep. The barn is where our sheep are kept at night, in addition to the donkey, and I show them where there are blankets and the small cot from when I was their age and decided I wanted a room of my own and moved out of the house and to here, with the animals, after Demetrios had finished building it, so many summers ago. We weren’t married then, but it’s how we met, or at least how we first began to spend time together because everyone in our village knows everyone else and it was during that time building this barn that we began to fall in love, before we even really knew what that was, or what it was that we were feeling.

Ikaros takes the blankets and puts them on the cot and offers the now-made bed to his younger brother before he pushes two bales of hay together on the other side of the barn. He drapes a different sheet over the bales to protect himself from the sharp edges of the straw, then pulls a thinner blanket over top of the sheet, and it’s ready, also.

“If it gets too cold out here, there are more blankets in the house,” I tell them.

They hear me but don’t answer because blankets and sheets and the chill from the mountains are the absolute furthest thing from their minds.

We leave the barn.

The boys run ahead of me and are inside the house by the time I get there and to the kitchen, and they already have their hands full of paximathia that have just finished baking in the stone oven in the corner of the room. Mana’s standing next to them and smiling and giving them more, as soon as they finish what they already have. She looks up when I come in and smiles at me, but then sees my eyes. She knows something’s happened, that something’s wrong, and can tell because she’s my mother and so she’s me, too.

“What is it?” she asks.

“Nothing,” I shake my head. “Baba’s still up in the fields?”

“He’ll be back soon. What’s wrong?”

“Maria found a palikari,” Tasos answers for me, still chewing his cookie while reaching for another. “A British one. We brought him here and he’s in our room now with Dr. Papadakis.”

“No more cookies until you’ve had dinner,” I tell them, and Tasos just smiles, my words meaningless because they know my mother will enforce no such rule. She wouldn’t do the same with me, even when I was their age, but the boys? She can’t say no to the boys who are closer to grandchildren to her than children, just the same as they’re closer to children to me than brothers, and she treats them that way, also, just the same as I do.

“A British palikari?” she asks, turning back to me.

“He was down on the beach. He must have washed ashore.”

“From where?”

“I don’t know,” I say, then try to change the subject again. “I set the boys up in the barn with my old cot and blankets. Baba will see it when he gets back.”

“They can stay here in your old room. We could bring the cot in from the barn for Tasos, and Ikaros could have your bed.”

“We like it outside,” Ikaros says quickly.

My mother looks at him, then both of them.

She recognizes they’re young boys who are almost young men, or at least one of them is almost a young man, and they want the independence the barn would give. They probably even need it, too. “Alright,” Mana finally nods. “As long as you promise to come to the house for every meal.”

They smile.

Of course they will.

Mana points up the hill and towards the fields where we take the sheep for the fresh grass that grows higher in the mountains. “Why don’t you go help Baba bring the sheep down for the night. He’ll be glad to see you,” she says to the boys, then they each grab another paximathia and run out of the house and towards the fields to find Baba.

“They seem to be handling it well,” Mana says, once they’re gone.

“They’re young.”

“You’re young, too.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? You are. Trust me, Maria-mou, you are. Now what is this they’re saying about a British palikari you found?”

“He’s in a coma and hasn’t regained consciousness, so we don’t know any more than that, and won’t until he wakes up.”

“Does Dr. Papadakis think he will?”

“I don’t know. He says he might, but if he doesn’t soon, then he’ll starve and die.”

“And you haven’t heard anything from Demetrios?”

“I asked Ione and Kore before I left, and Cassia when I was in Chania, and no one’s heard anything from anyone in the 5th for over a month. Not a single letter or telegram.”

She’s silent.

We’re both silent.

Ione and Kore are a few years older than I am and married to Stelios and Elias who also left our village with Demetrios, and Cassia is my best friend from when we were both very young; she’s moved to Chania and works in one of the kafeneios there now and is who I stay with when I go to the city to sell our goods and remain for the night before coming home. She sees many soldiers there that she waits on, and brings coffee and sweets to, and I know a great many of them write to her, also. She’s always been the most good-looking of all the girls who grew up here in our village, and perhaps maybe all of Western Crete and Chania, too, and she always has men and soldiers writing to her, and often more than one.

“Let me know if they’re too much,” I say to Mana as I walk towards the door.

“It’s good to have their voices here, their young voices. And you know how much Baba loves having them around. Do you want to stay for dinner, too, Maria? Let me cook for you.”

“I’m going to get back and see how he’s doing.”

“Who?”

“The palikari.”

We look at each other one more time, me by the door, Mana by the stone oven, then she nods. “Of course,” she says, then nods once more, and so do I before I walk out and start back up towards the village and the house where I live with my husband and his parents. Theirs is the largest house in our village, and Demetrios and I live in a section that’s separated from the main part, which is why we moved there rather than the farm where I grew up, where everything’s cramped and my childhood bedroom is separated from my parents’ by a paper-thin wall and a few pieces of stone and wood. Wealth on this island is measured in olives and sheep, and Demetrios’s family has an abundance of both; the groves north of the village, on the path to Chania, are the largest in all Western Crete and have been in their family for generations, and it’s the wealth from those olives that they used to buy the sheep we keep at our farm. My father was a shepherd, the same as his father before him, and when Demetrios’s family bought their sheep near Irakleio, and brought them to Chania, it was my father they hired to tend and keep them. The only problem was our barn wouldn’t hold all the sheep that they bought, so they sent their oldest son down to help build a new one that was larger and would hold every last one of the large flock they’d purchased.

I think back to that summer.

I smile when I do.

Demetrios was fifteen and I was fourteen, both younger than Ikaros is now, and it feels strange to think of it that way. I knew Demetrios before he came to work on the barn but only in the way you know someone who you nod to when you pass them on the street and say hello and goodbye and good evening and how’s the weather. But that summer I really got to know him. I brought him lunches that Mana made, sat and ate with him, and learned how funny he was as we spent the warmest and hottest months together there, at the barn, under the Cretan sun. He would smile at me. He would look at me and smile in a way that no one ever had before, much less someone my age, and then even after the barn was raised and finished and he no longer came to work, he said he missed Mana’s cooking and lunches she prepared so I’d still find him and we’d take the lunch she’d make for us up into the hills and we’d eat together. We would sit high above our village and look out, licking leftover honey and cheese from the sfakianes pites we’d have for dessert from our fingers, looking out together over our village, the olive groves and pastures and rolling hills, looking out and all the way to the great sea. We’d look out over everything. I once thought those days would last forever. My mother used to smile as she’d give me whatever she’d cooked, wrapped in old newspaper and placed into a basket always with her famous sfakianes pites, which she knew were Demetrios’s favorite, and of course she also knew what was happening before I did. I think our parents always do, and they especially do here, on our island, where families are all such large and important and inescapable parts of who we are and remain that way for the entirety of our lives.

He wanted to be a builder.

And he was, at least before the war.

We got married when he was twenty and I was nineteen, which was six years ago, and he built the addition onto his parents’ house that we moved into together and is where we lived until seven months ago when the Italians woke the Greek prime minister in the middle of the night and gave him the ultimatum of either letting their soldiers occupy Greece, without a fight, or it would be war.

Oxi. No.

That’s the single word our prime minister allegedly said, at least according to the folklore that’s sprung up around the event, but whether he actually said oxi or something else, what’s undeniable is it’s the word the whole country has resoundingly and continually repeated since the ultimatum was issued then rejected. It’s also, since that morning, been war. We’ve been isolated from the actual fighting here in the South Aegean, the southernmost of all the Greek islands and nearly halfway to Africa, but even though we’ve been isolated, we haven’t been spared.

I keep walking.

The sun’s almost completely gone as I arrive back, the last remnants of disappearing yellows and oranges spread across the tops of olives and cypress near the house. I walk in to see Giannis and Angeliki at the dining table. There’s a small glass of raki in front of Giannis, and Angeliki has a cup of malotira, Greek mountain tea, made from the plants that grow wild in these hills. This is their afternoon ritual, something they’ve done every day since I’ve known them, and they both look up when I return.

“Any change?” I ask.

“Nothing,” Angeliki tells me. “Doctor Papadakis left a few minutes ago.”

“I wondered if we should take him to the barracks, and to their own doctors there,” Giannis says. “But he didn’t think moving him would be good.”

I pause for a moment.

“We’ll take him when he wakes up,” I finally say, with more hope than I feel.

Then I leave the kitchen and go to the bedroom where he still sleeps.

They watch as I walk in to look down at the palikari on the small twin bed. His chest still gently rises and falls, just like when I found him. I see sweat that’s started to bead on his skin, and I know that means a fever has begun, even though the doctor said an infection was unlikely, so I take a cloth and dip it into the water that’s still there and gently dab it on his forehead, wiping away the sweat, trying to cool him down. I look at his eyes. They’re closed, staring at nothing at all. I wonder, what have those eyes seen? Have they seen the same things that Demetrios’s eyes have seen, and do they know if my husband will be coming back to me, to our island, the same way that this soldier has come?

I wonder.

I usually only pray for Demetrios once a day, as I’ve said, and as I’ve already done, on my way back to the village, but today I decide not to listen to what I’ve promised and make an exception as I bow my head and pray once more. I think of the last thing he said to me, before he left.

When I’m gone, don’t look for me in the sunsets, look for me in the sea.

I’ve looked, Demetrios.

I’ve looked, my love, I’ve looked every single day…

But still you haven’t returned.
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The next morning, I wake early before the sun and rise from my bed while it’s still dark. Once I’m dressed, I go to the main part of the house and peek into Ikaros and Tasos’s bedroom to see the palikari still breathing, and that he’s made it through the night. His chest is still rising and falling in weak and unsteady rhythms, and there’s no sweat on his forehead anymore so it seems his fever must be less, too. I know Giannis and Angeliki will take care of him when they wake, and Doctor Papadakis will be back soon, and can do more for him than I can, so I grab one of Demetrios’s jackets, wrap it around my shoulders, and leave. It’s still very cold in the morning this time of year and the grass that grows around the path I take north is damp from the night and clings to my ankles as I walk through fields of flowers, and that’s what I smell. This is the time of year when they first begin to bloom—the small blue ones, with the white dot in the middle that only grow here, on Crete—and the herbs are all beginning to rise as well, wild and untamed; the thymari, the thentrolivano, and the faskomilo. I can smell their fresh and ubiquitous scent as I continue to walk, mixing with the familiar and more intimate one in the jacket, the scent that belongs to my husband. I soon come to the farm. When I get close, the smell of flowers, herbs, and Demetrios begins to mix with the smell of Mana’s cooking, as she’s already awake in the kitchen making breakfast. But I go to the barn first. I go past the sheep, who are awake and waiting to be let out, and towards where I used to sleep and Ikaros and Tasos have each now made their beds. When I get there, though, I pause. I see Tasos, on the cot, still asleep, but the bales that Ikaros pushed together and threw the sheet over to make his own bed are empty.

I frown, then bend down and shake Tasos.

“Hmmm,” he says, mumbling, not yet awake.

“Where’s your brother?”

“What?” he asks, rubbing his eyes.

“Where’s Ikaros?”

He blinks as he looks up at me, then turns to the empty bed next to him.

“I had to go to the bathroom,” I hear from behind us.

I turn to see Ikaros walking into the barn, already dressed and ready for the day.

He goes past the sheep, too, and towards the donkey, where he pours another cup of grain into the trough, and the donkey starts to eat.

“Did the palikari wake up?” Tasos asks me.

“Not yet,” I tell them.

They take that in, both of them.

Then as the donkey finishes, Ikaros picks the bridle from its place on the wall and puts it around the donkey’s head and tightens it. Tasos goes from his bed to the buckets connected by rope and drapes them across the donkey’s back, then grabs the shears and pruners they’ll need for the olives and puts them in one of the buckets. There’s a saying in Crete that if you water your trees, you’re begging them to give you olives, but if you prune them, you’re ordering them to. This is the skill they’ve learned and which is in their blood. They were taught by their parents and older brother, and they were taught by me, too, who was also taught by Giannis, Angeliki, and Demetrios.

I smile at them.

They smile back at me.

We leave the barn together and as we walk out and into the darkness of the morning that hasn’t yet arrived, Mana comes from the house carrying two knapsacks of food, and Baba follows behind, pulling on a thick jacket not unlike the one I wear and tying a red-checkered cloth at his neck to act as a scarf and keep the exposed skin there warm. Mana hands one of the sacks to Ikaros, as Tasos leads the donkey behind him, then the other to me, for Baba and myself up in the mountains.

“Efcharisto,” I tell her, as I do every morning, and the boys do, too.

“Of course,” she smiles, then kisses Ikaros and Tasos on the top of their heads, and she turns and kisses me as well. She kisses Baba last, and his kiss lasts a little longer than ours, before she heads back into the house to start planning what she’ll make for dinner.

It’s her life.

It was her mother’s life, also, and her mother before that.

Will it be mine?

Ikaros and Tasos start to head north.

They walk down the path, leading the donkey behind them, on their way to the olives that are away from the mountains and towards the sea. Baba and I will go in the opposite direction. We turn and walk to the enclosure next to the barn where the sheep wait. He opens the gate and stands on one side of it. I stand on the other. This is something we’ve done more times than I can count—since I was just a little girl—and the sheep start to come. We point them south, as we also always do, and when they go in that direction, we start to walk after them, heading onward and up towards the great, white, and familiar mountains that stand tall and proud in the distance.



There are three different fields we use for grazing, and today we go to the highest one, the one farthest south. We rotate fields so the sheep don’t eat in the same place every day and the grass has a chance to start growing back before it’s eaten again. We sit on a rock together and eat fresh bougatsa that Mana’s packed for breakfast, as in front of us the sun begins to rise and bring light again, light that reaches now and touches everything; the mountains behind us, the sea in front, and the village in the valley below.

It touches us, too.

We eat in silence.

Near us, the sheep eat, also, though not silently, ripping, chewing, swallowing, and making noises as they move to new spots with fresh and longer grass, and we watch them.

Then I feel Baba watching me.

“What are you thinking?” he asks.

My thoughts go to yesterday and how I wondered if the war would come and touch us on this island. Now, as I look around me, I realize the thoughts were naïve because it already has. In fact, I realize, war has always been here. As I mentioned, the oldest city in Europe is at Knossos, and with the oldest city comes the most wars; we’re the land of Ikaros, who flew high in our sky and above our sea; we’re the land of Theseus and Minos, and their Minotaur; we’re the land and people who’ve fought Romans, Byzantines, Venetians, Muwallads, and Turks. Now we fight Italians again, and more besides, because we fight Germans this time, as well. We’ve fought against all those invaders, sometimes won, sometimes lost, but even then, when we lost and were conquered, we weren’t ever, not really; we were never actually conquered here because we never stopped fighting. Have we ever? Our island has been someone else’s more often than it’s been ours, but we’re still here, and we still fight for our families and who we are, no matter the odds, no matter the conditions, no matter the war or invader who comes. We fight because it’s our blood.

“Nothing,” I finally tell Baba.

He laughs.

“Nothing, in all that time? You have to have been thinking something,” he says, then smiles, all the way to his eyes. “Because that was a long time to wait for just… nothing.”

I gather my thoughts.

I look at the light in front of us as it grows, spreads, becomes even more.

“When does it end?” I finally ask him, still staring down at our village, our valley, and all the light.

“It doesn’t,” he says, knowing exactly what I’m talking about and feeling.

“So what do we do?”

“The same we’ve always done, which is the best that we can,” he says, very slowly. “We wake up, each day, and simply do the best we can, and as we know how, and in-between… in-between, there might even be some moments that become more than that.”

“More than what?” I ask.

But he doesn’t answer.

He turns back to the sheep and mountains, and looks out across the valley towards the sea, and he’s silent.

I sit there another moment, then I turn and look out, as well.

When the sun starts to go down, we gather the sheep and lead them from the upper field and back to the barn. When we get there, we see Ikaros and Tasos haven’t returned yet from the olives, so we close and lock the gate behind us, then head to the house. When we go inside, I see that Mana’s not there. That’s strange. She must’ve gone to the village to get something she needed for dinner. Baba sits down and pours himself a small glass of raki and offers one to me, too, but I shake my head and tell him I should get back up to the other house.

“Are you sure?” he asks.

I smile and kiss him on the head as I tell him to wait for Mana and the boys, and that I’ll see him tomorrow, and then I leave. I walk alone up the path and through the village to Giannis and Angeliki’s, nodding and smiling at those that walk in the other direction, noticing the sadness and sympathy I see in their eyes when they pass me. I get to the house and go inside. I don’t see either Giannis or Angeliki, but there’s a pot hanging over an open fire and I look inside and see that Angeliki’s making soup; the lentils are what give away the type of soup, that it’s fakes, along with the slowly simmering tomatoes, vegetables, and spices. Perhaps Angeliki went into town, too, for something else she needed for the fakes, and maybe even went with Mana. Perhaps that’s it, and they went together?

I don’t know.

I reach for the ladle that hangs by the fire and dip it into the soup, then bring it up to my lips to taste it. The broth needs a little more salt and spice, but that can be added later, as the carrots, potatoes, and onions continue to soften with the lentils and tomatoes, and the broth reduces until it’s the desired consistency to be served with a drizzle of our olive oil and a dash of white vinegar. I bring the ladle to my mouth once more, about to taste again, and that’s when I hear the voice, coming from behind me and the other side of the room.

“Where am I?” I hear.

Then I turn to see the British palikari standing there, in the doorway to the bedroom and framed by the dying light, with his bright blue eyes that have so many questions in them, and are finally open again, and staring back at me.
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The first thing I ask is his name, and he tells me it’s William.

We sit in his room together as morning light spills across the pillow where he’s rested, and I watch as he looks at me: the night before, when he’d first woken, he was unsteady on his feet and wounded leg, in particular, which wobbled as he stood in the doorway. I’m sure the hunger didn’t help either, so as soon as I’d seen him, I remembered Dr. Papadakis’s words—he’ll survive if he wakes up before he starves—so I’d gone to the still-boiling pot of soup, taken the ladle, and put some of the broth into a bowl. He ate quickly, perhaps too quickly, as much as I’ve ever seen someone eat in one sitting, then as soon as he was done, held his stomach with one hand and went back to the bed and immediately lay down and went to sleep again.

He only asked one question before he did, the same as the first question.

“Where am I?” he’d breathed softly, his eyes still closed.

“You’re safe,” I’d told him, in English, in his own words, which I first began to learn from the American films we used to go to as a family on Friday nights in Chania, before the war.

“Safe where?”

I waited for a moment, looking down at him as his chest gently rose and fell.
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