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What was built by hand,

remained in the soul.
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Departure on Borrowed Time
Michael’s room was low-ceilinged, with an old fan above that made the same sound each time it turned: a creak, like the hull of an ancient ship. Every so often it paused for a second, as if considering whether it was worth carrying on, and then started again with a sharp clack. Michael had spent countless nights beneath that creaking—reading, talking to friends on his phone, crying, dreaming. Everything began there, in that room that felt more like a storage crate for strayed creatures than a space meant for living.
His narrow bed had an iron frame and a mattress that sagged in the middle. If you lay on your back, your ribs pressed against the wooden slats. The old nightstand tilted slightly to the right, and the lamp bore a scorch mark across its shade. Everything seemed ready to break, to give way, to end.
On the desk lay an open suitcase, half full. Scattered around it were socks, two t-shirts, a coffee-stained hoodie, and his battered old power bank that now barely held a charge. His phone was charging on the windowsill, its cable frayed and bound together with tape.
Michael sat on the edge of the bed, staring up at the ceiling. It was night—his last night in the village. The fan turned slowly above his head, ticking down the hours as though it were a clock. From the doorway drifted the smell of rice and a hint of cinnamon. His mother was cooking. She always cooked when she was anxious. She moved up and down the kitchen, stirring and fussing as though she could impose order on a world slipping through her fingers.
His father sat out on the balcony in his undershirt, staring at the road. They hadn’t spoken much these last few days. When Michael had told him he was leaving, that he wanted to try something “of his own,” his father had only muttered:
—Fine. If you go, stay gone.
It wasn’t malice. It was something else—something deeper. A fear that had hardened into silence.
His mother, meanwhile, had scrubbed the bathroom, done the laundry, tucked soap and a razor into the little pouch of his toiletry bag. She hadn’t said much either. Only:
—I baked a pie for the trip. Put it right on top.
She peeked her head around his bedroom door, wiping her hands on her apron, and looked at him for a few seconds.
—You packed everything? she asked.
—I think so, he said.
—Take a jacket, too. They say it’ll be windy on the ship.
—It’s summer, Mom.
—I’m just telling you. It’s up to you.
She lingered there a little longer, as if she wanted to say something more, but didn’t. Then she turned back to the kitchen.
Michael stood, folded the hoodie and placed it inside the suitcase, trying to close it. It wouldn’t shut. He pulled out a pair of trousers, refolded them, pressed down with his knees until the zipper gave that stubborn, grudging sound. He sat back on the bed and, for a few minutes, did nothing. He felt both empty and full at once, like a bubble just before it bursts.
He paced the room, unlocked his phone, and looked again at his notes.
GOAL: DO NOT COME BACK UNTIL I SUCCEED.
He didn’t yet know what “to succeed” meant. He only knew what he didn’t want: to stay here. To pump gas into other people’s cars. To watch the village shrink, one light going dark after another, never to be lit again.
The morning dawned numb. The sun had crept timidly from behind the low houses, and humidity clung to the car windows as his father drove him to the bus station. They didn’t speak. On the radio played a folk song Michael had heard a hundred times before, but this time it felt heavier, almost fated. He stared at the road, silently counting the steps that separated him from what had no name yet: the elsewhere.
His mother sat in the passenger seat with her hands folded, clutching a plastic bag that smelled of freshly baked pie and lemon—homemade care wrapped in foil. Every now and then she glanced at him through the mirror.
—Send us a message when you arrive, she finally said.
— Okay, he answered, without meeting her eyes.
At the bus station, only a handful of people lingered. An old man in a cap sat in the corner drinking Greek coffee from a plastic cup. A woman, burdened with three bags, shouted into her phone. A child clung to his mother’s skirt, crying. They were fragments of different lives, yet for a moment they shared the same departure—the same waiting.
The bus driver lit a cigarette behind the vehicle. The thud of luggage being loaded into the belly of the bus echoed hurriedly, as though everything longed to be finished quickly.
Michael set his suitcase down and slid it into the bus’s stomach. He had never traveled alone before. He didn’t know what to say, how to stand.
—Take care of yourself, his mother whispered, hugging him tight. She almost wouldn’t let him go.
—I will, he murmured. A knot rose in his throat, but he swallowed it.
His father offered his hand. Firm. No embrace, no words wasted.
—Look ahead. If you don’t keep moving forward, the past will swallow you, he told him.
And for a moment, Michael felt understood—or at least released, allowed to leave under his father’s gaze.
He climbed aboard, sat by the window. His mother waved. He waved back. His father had already returned to the car, watching from there.
The bus pulled away. Michael pushed back the curtain, watching their faces shrink. When they vanished, he leaned his head against the glass. Fields, bus stops, dogs sleeping beneath trees slipped by.
The ride was quiet. He pulled out his headphones but never put them in. His eyes clung to the landscapes passing, but he wasn’t really seeing. He was thinking.
“To succeed.” The word buzzed inside him. He didn’t know if he had chosen it himself or if it had been planted in him. But now it defined him, like skin he couldn’t shed.
By the time the bus reached the port, the sun was high. The heat was thick and damp. He opened Google Maps, checked his location. He had to catch the ferry to the island. From there, someone would be waiting. They had only told him: “When you arrive, you’ll know.”
He knew nothing. But he believed it. And for now, that was enough.
The ship cut silently through the water. The waves against the hull sounded almost like a lullaby. Michael rested his forehead against the cold metal railing, staring at the horizon. The island slowly emerged like a painting clearing from fog—first green shapes, then the slopes, the rooftops, the small pier.
Around him, tourists with backpacks, a couple holding ice cream, a man playing backgammon with his son. Everyone seemed to have a destination, a reason to be here. Michael did not yet know his. All he had was an address on a slip of paper and the sense that something was about to change.
When the ship docked, a weight lifted from him—as though he were stepping out of a dream beyond his control. The island carried a strange scent: salt, dry grass, and something older, like dampness hoarding secrets.
He descended the ramp with the others. The sun now struck overhead, igniting everything. His eyes stung. He picked up his suitcase and stood aside for a moment, unsure where to go. It was the first time he had found himself utterly alone in a place where no one knew his name.
He looked around. The harbor was small. Two tavernas with plastic chairs, a café with a sign faded by the sun, a kiosk with newspapers hung outside. Beyond them, an uphill path led into the heart of the village.
Michael pulled out his phone, unfolded the slip of paper with the address, and typed:
“3 Windmill Street – Stavrinos Residence.”
The GPS traced a path through narrow alleys, only a few minutes on foot.
He dragged his suitcase over the hot road, its wheels rattling against the gravel.
––––––––
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He felt the sweat soaking his back, but he didn’t stop. He had the sense that if he paused, something inside him would tell him to leave. And he didn’t want to leave. Not now that he had arrived.
He passed by courtyards filled with basil, bougainvillea spilling over the walls, and half-open wooden shutters. An old woman peeked at him from behind a curtain.
He said nothing. He arrived in front of an old stone house. On the wall was a bronze doorbell, and above the door a wooden plaque read:
STAVRINOS HOUSE
His heart beat a little faster. He pressed the bell. Its sound was clear, old-fashioned — like a school bell from a bygone era.
The door opened. Standing before him was a man of about fifty, with thick eyebrows, a beard, and a blue shirt. His eyes were clear but deep-set, as if they looked somewhere beyond the present.
—Are you Michalis? he asked.
Michalis nodded.
—We’ve been expecting you.
He didn’t explain who “we” were, or why. He simply stepped aside, signaling him to enter.
Michalis stepped in.
The house smelled of old paper, like a book that hadn’t been opened for years — yet still remembered its story.
Inside, Michalis felt the light change. Outside everything was blinding; here, things had depth. Sunlight passed through heavy curtains and fell on dark furniture, bookshelves reaching the ceiling, carved tables, and a large wall clock that seemed to strike slowly, as if measuring time differently.
Mr. Stavrinos guided him inside with steady, calm steps. He didn’t speak much. He had a quiet presence, like someone accustomed to listening more than talking.
—This is your room, he said, opening a door at the end of a hallway.
The room was simple: a wooden bed, an old desk stained with ink, a shelf with a few books, and a window looking out onto a courtyard full of flowers and an old stone oven.
—The water is at the back, on the right, he continued. 
—You’ll eat with us. My wife, Mrs. Daphne, cooks every afternoon. Only evenings are quieter. Everyone in their own space.
—Thank you, Michalis said timidly.
Mr. Stavrinos nodded. He didn’t exactly smile, but his gaze softened. He started to leave but paused at the door.
—The house is big. You’ll get used to it.
And then he left, leaving only the soft creak of the floorboards behind.
Michalis set his suitcase by the bed. He sat down. He didn’t know exactly what to do. He felt as if he had stepped onto a theater set, ready to speak lines — though he didn’t yet know which role was his.
He approached the window, opened the shutters. The air that entered smelled of jasmine and something sour, like a lemon tree. In the courtyard, a cat slept on a stone ledge. It didn’t notice him.
He stood there, elbows on the wooden frame, watching. For the first time in months, there was no sound of engines, horns, or hurried people. Only the chirping of a bird and, in the distance, the ticking of the living room clock.
Something told him this house had memory. Its walls held stories. And if you sat quietly long enough, perhaps some of them would whisper to you.
The room was quiet. Quiet in a way he wasn’t used to. Not like his old home, where silence was filled with sounds from other floors, televisions, or voices on the street. Here, the silence felt denser. As if it trapped the air within itself.
Michalis lay on his back, arms crossed over his chest, staring at the ceiling. The light from the window was dim, faint — the curtain had a small hole that let a silver strip of light pierce the darkness.
His suitcase lay open next to the bed. He hadn’t organized it. He didn’t know if he should. Something inside him told him not to unpack. Not yet.
He heard the creak of the wooden floor in the hallway. Someone was walking. Perhaps Mr. Stavrinos. Perhaps heading to the bathroom. Perhaps simply taking his own stroll through the house. The sound stopped after a while. And silence returned.
Michalis turned on his side. The pillow smelled of clean soap and lavender. Nothing reminded him of his own pillow — the one with faded stripes and familiar scents. He wanted to bury himself there, pull the sheet over his head, and pretend this new place didn’t exist.
His thoughts tangled. First, he thought of his mother — where could she be now? Perhaps already at work. Perhaps sitting alone in the kitchen, drinking tea and thinking of him. He had cried when they said goodbye, but he didn’t want her to see him choked with tears.
Then came thoughts of his father. A tight knot in his stomach. He didn’t want to think of him yet. His father’s loud voice, voices in general, were something
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