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For my children, Christiana and Nico.


For the children of my heart, Reat and Lukas.


And for the children who made my heart burst when we found them, Inbar, Sapir, Maayan, Tal and Maiyan.




Live life to the fullest and never give up.


REAT GRIFFIN UNDERWOOD





The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.


JOHN 1:5





introduction


THEY WEREN’T REALLY GONE AFTER ALL


New York


April 13, 2014


It was 1 a.m. when I walked into Nico’s room. His back was to me, but he was still awake. I knew he would be. We all were.


Earlier that day we had gotten a call that didn’t seem real. It still doesn’t, and I imagine it never will. My 14-year-old nephew, Reat, and his grandfather, Bill, were dead.


Bill and Reat had gone to the Jewish Community Campus in Overland Park, Kansas, so Reat could attend a singing audition. They were shot and killed by a white supremacist neo-Nazi as they exited their car. The man who killed them shouted “Heil Hitler!” when he was arrested and said he wanted to know what it felt like to kill Jews before he died. He murdered three beautiful people that day, none of whom were Jewish.


I sat on the edge of Nico’s bed and reached my hand out to stroke his hair. My sweet nine-year-old boy rolled over to face me, his big brown eyes brimming with tears. And then he spoke, breaking my heart for the second time that day.


“I’m so sad, Mom,” Nico said. “I don’t understand. When you told me about our family and what they did, you told me the Nazis were gone and that the people were saved. How could this happen?”


Nico was right. I did tell him that the Nazis were gone. And I did tell him that the family was safe. I’d thought they were. But then I was branded a liar that day, our family’s history rewritten by a hate-filled man on a mission to kill Jews.


Nico knew the story as well as I did. Again and again I’d told him how during World War II, my Greek grandmother, my yia-yia, was one of a group of islanders who helped hide a Jewish tailor named Savvas and his family from the Nazis. Despite the risk, despite the danger, and despite the fact that they were told that anyone found helping Jews would be killed along with their entire families, not one person on our tiny Greek island gave up the secret of Savvas. Not one. Savvas and his girls were saved and they all survived.


For the past several years, Nico had witnessed my personal journey, my search to find Savvas’s family, the girls my yia-yia had risked everything for. After countless dead ends and disappointments, I had finally found them. They were a beautiful family, including five people who are alive today because of what happened on our tiny island 70 years ago. We had celebrated with the descendants of Savvas’s family. We celebrated and cried, because they had survived; goodness had prevailed and the Nazis were gone. That was on Thursday, April 10, 2014.


Three days later, on Sunday, April 13, 2014, we cried again, because Bill and Reat were dead and we realized that the Nazis weren’t really gone after all.


“I don’t understand,” Nico asked. “How could this happen?”


How do you accept that tragic irony is a cruelty reserved not merely for Shakespearean plot twists?


How do you admit to your son that monsters exist outside of fairy tales?


How do you explain to a child something you can’t understand yourself?





PART ONE





chapter one


WE LOVED THEM LIKE SISTERS


New Rochelle, New York


Spring 1981


You have to roll it out thin; otherwise it will be like biting into bread. And it’s not bread. It’s phyllo. And thin phyllo makes the best pita.”


Yia-yia sprinkled more of the fine white flour onto the kitchen table and then rolled out the dough with the old broom handle that she had brought with her from Greece so many years ago. Despite all the gadgets available to modern cooks in America, Yia-yia insisted her trusty broom handle was the secret to perfect pita every time. This time it was patatopita, potato pie, the signature dish of Erikousa, the tiny island where my yia-yia and my father were born and raised.


“You want it thin, thin enough to let the light through, but with no holes.” Her black dress was covered in a film of white flour. Even the black head scarf she wore knotted under her chin was spotted with white flecks. But Yia-yia paid no mind to her appearance. Her phyllo was perfect. And that was what mattered.


“See?” Her brown eyes crinkled as she smiled and held up the phyllo for my mother, Kiki, and me to inspect. The afternoon light filtered through the pale beige sheet. Not a single hole. Perfect.


As my mother and yia-yia examined and admired the dough, I stared out the window to the trees in the yard swaying in the summer breeze. I could hear the shrieks and splashing of the neighbors’ children swimming next door and the laughter of friends riding their bikes and the unmistakable gritty whir of big wheels riding up and down the street. I wanted nothing more than to join them. Or at least to go to the family room (in my friends’ homes it was a den, in ours it was a family room), lie on the matted, green shag carpet, and watch The Brady Bunch. Maybe even go to my room and read Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret, for the hundredth time. I wanted to be anywhere but there, sitting at that kitchen table watching as my mother and grandmother made food my friends couldn’t even pronounce.


It was as if my mother could read my mind.


“Yvette, you do the potatoes.” She shoved a plate of cooled boiled potatoes in front of me before placing the sheet of phyllo into a large baking dish.


I did as commanded, crumbling the potatoes into the phyllo-lined pan as Yia-yia added the mixture of feta, milk, dill and rice. Instead of using a spoon, Yia-yia dipped the edge of a small plate into the baking dish, fanning it back and forth, mixing the wet filling.


“Your father loves patatopita.” Yia-yia smiled at me as she folded the excess phyllo over the edge of the pan and brushed the dough with a beaten egg. “Even during the war, when there was not much to eat sometimes, we knew we could always make pita. He would eat an entire pan of it himself if I let him.” She laughed as she sprinkled a little sugar on top, just a touch of sweet to balance out the salt, before signaling to my mother that it was ready. “Only then, of course, we cooked it outside, over an open fire with sticks collected from the woods.” She closed her eyes and inhaled, as if she could smell the scent of burning twigs and smoke wafting on the evening breeze.


“It must have been hard for you during the war, with your husband away and the Nazis on the island,” my mother said as she placed the pita into the oven.


“Oh it was.” Yia-yia shook her head as she waved her hand around and around into the air for emphasis. “It was hard, but thanks be to God and Saint Spyridon, we survived. We had our gardens and the sea, so we could eat. We never starved. We learned to stay away from the Nazis as best we could. And my friend Nini taught me how to sew, so we could make our own clothes when we needed to.”


“Nini?” my mother asked.


I stared out the window again.


“I thought I knew everyone from Erikousa. But I don’t know Nini. You’ve never mentioned her before,” my mother said.


“Yes, Nini.” Yia-yia smiled, repeating her name. “We called her Nini but her name was Nina. She wasn’t from Erikousa. She was from Corfu. Nini was a beautiful girl, kind and generous, and a beautiful seamstress. She was my friend, and I loved her like a sister.” It was Yia-yia’s turn now to gaze out the window. “She was Jewish.”


“Jewish?” my mother asked.


Yia-yia had my attention now, at least for a moment. Growing up in the predominantly Jewish town of New Rochelle, New York, I was one of two Greek girls in the entire school. Most of my friends were Jewish. Each week, they all went off to Hebrew school together and I sat miserably alone in Greek school, wishing I could join them. I wanted to be Jewish too.


“Yes, Nini was Jewish,” Yia-yia continued as she brushed the flour from her dress with her hands. “Her father, Savvas, was a tailor. He taught all of his girls how to sew. And they taught me. They were my friends,” she repeated.


“Oh wow,” my mother said, shaking her helmet of dyed blond and permed hair. It was the early ’80s after all. My mother had been married to my father for fifteen years and her life was intimately tied up with that of his family, and she had never heard of Nini or Savvas or the Jewish family that was hidden on Erikousa. “I didn’t know there were Jews on Corfu. Or in Erikousa.”


“Oh yes,” Yia-yia replied, waving her hand in the air for emphasis, nodding her head up and down again and again. “There were many Jews on Corfu.” She fell silent for a moment. Yia-yia again stared out the window, looking past us, past the trees even, into the distance, where the faint laughter of my friends could still be heard.


And then she spoke again. “But that was before the war.”





chapter two


THE JEWS OF CORFU


A Lost Story of the Holocaust


They lived on Corfu for 800 years and were as Greek as my own family, but of course, the Nazis didn’t see it that way. What the Nazis did see is that there were 2,000 Jews still alive on the picturesque Ionian island, and the Allies were getting closer. Time was running out.


Shaped like a long, slim sickle, Corfu, which is known in Greek as Kerkyra, lies between Italy and Albania in the Ionian Sea on Greece’s northwestern tip. Unlike other Greek islands whose arid earth and whitewashed Cycladic architecture make for stark yet stunning imagery, Corfu is an island covered in flowers and fruit trees. It is a panorama of lush flowers, where olive tree groves blanket the landscape and majestic cypress trees stand sentinel on craggy seaside cliffs watching over the impossibly blue water below.


Throughout the centuries, mortal men and mythical heroes have fallen in love with this magical island. Corfu is widely thought to be the home of the Phaeacians in Homer’s Odyssey, where Odysseus washes ashore and wakes to the laughter of Princess Nausicaa and her friends.


While serene in her natural beauty, Corfu’s history is anything but. Annexed by Greece in 1864, the island and her people suffered through centuries of invasions and invaders. While each regime brought with it its own struggles for the citizens of Corfu, each occupation, from the Venetians to the French to the British, left behind its own unique fingerprint. What resulted is a rich, hybrid legacy of architecture, culture and art.


When Nazi troops occupied Corfu in 1943, they left behind a legacy of loss, devastation and death.


While the countryside and villages of Corfu are awash in the bold, vibrant greens and blues of the earth and sea, in the downtown area of Corfu Town, the entire city seems to glow with a golden, rust-hued light. Corfu’s narrow and twisty cobblestone streets, alleyways and courtyards are a jumble of weathered homes, shops and churches. Dozens of bell towers soar above ceramic rooftops. Muted red, beige and russet-toned stucco facades peel and crack with weather and wear. There is something special about the way the Corfu light catches each of these perceived imperfections, transforming them into something lyrical and beautiful.


Tucked away behind the wide cobblestone streets and arched portico of Corfu’s grand Liston promenade, with its rows of arches reminiscent of Paris’s Rue de Rivoli, and behind the expansive Spianada town square overlooking Garitsa Bay, lies a maze of narrow, twisting alleyways. This labyrinth of tiny streets, courtyards and buildings is still known today as the Evraiki, the Jewish quarter, or ghetto. It is here, in this shaded winding section of town, that Corfu’s Jewish community lived and worked for hundreds of years. The men were mostly craftsmen, artisans and shopkeepers, selling their wares and eking out a living while their wives tended to the children and kept Jewish traditions alive in their homes, which were located above the street-level shops.


Initially, when the Italians occupied Corfu in April of 1941, life in the Jewish quarter went on fairly close to normal, just as it did for the rest of the island. As the German threat approached, Italian soldiers warned the community of the impending danger. But the Jews of Corfu couldn’t fathom that the stories of mass executions and violence could possibly be true. This God-fearing people were unable to imagine that evil could really manifest itself in this way. Despite the warnings, most of Corfu’s Jews stayed rooted in their community and in their homes as the Germans approached. This decision would have devastating consequences.


Immediately upon seizing control of the island, the Nazis enforced strict curfews, and all Jews were required to register with the German command. From April to June, they were counted twice weekly, ordered to appear for a mandatory census, then went back to their lives in the ghetto, where they kept to themselves, practiced their faith and stayed out of the way of German troops.


And then, in June 1944, everything changed.


The signs began to appear in the morning, covering the island before the end of day.


ALL JEWS ARE TO REPORT TO THE LOWER PLATIA ON THE MORNING OF JUNE 9


They began to gather as the sun rose over the cobalt waters of Garitsa Bay that warm Friday morning. Men, women, children, babies, the elderly and infirm, all making their way from the Jewish quarter to the lower platia, the wide open space between the arches of grand cafés and the old fort. Those who didn’t report voluntarily were dragged from their shops or homes at gunpoint. Those who refused, or even hesitated, were shot and killed on the spot.


The Nazis rounded up all the Jews they could find, emptying jails, mental institutions and hospitals. Even pregnant women close to giving birth were dragged out into the square. As Allied bombs rained down on the island, the Jewish community of Corfu stood together all day under the hot sun with no food or water while German troops and Greek police guarded them at gunpoint. Most had no idea what was happening, assuring their children they would be back home by evening. But the Nazis had other plans. The warnings of the Italian soldiers, once thought to be nightmarish exaggerations, soon proved to be prophetically and tragically true.


Slowly the gravity of the situation began to sink in, the cruelty and motives of the Nazi soldiers becoming clearer with each passing moment.


The Greek Red Cross came and handed out bread and water to those who needed it, but most Greeks stayed away. Even those who wanted to help their Jewish friends quickly realized there was little if anything that they could do. In the eyes of the Nazis, there was no distinction between being a Jew and helping a Jew. Assisting Jews in any way was as serious an offense as it was to have Jewish blood in your veins. In the eyes of the Nazis, both were cause for extermination.


June 9 was a Friday, the Sabbath. But as the sun set over the western hills of Corfu, there was no going home to set the table for Shabbat, light candles, pray or celebrate centuries-old traditions. Instead, the island’s Jews all stood together at gunpoint while the sun set on the Sabbath eve—a heartbreaking metaphor for what was to come next for this centuries-old community on the beautiful island of Corfu.





“Your name from now on is Nikos.”


“But I am Daniel.”


Errikos got down on his knees; they were eye to eye now. His voice was soft but firm. This was not a time to be rash and let his emotions get the best of him. This was also not the time to make little Daniel any more frightened than he already was. Any more than they all were.


“Listen to me.” Errikos took Daniel by the hands and pulled him closer. “From now on, your name is Nikos. Do you understand? If the soldiers hear the name Daniel they will know you are Jewish, and they will take you from us. They will take you from your family. This is very important. Do you understand?” He needed to be certain. There was no room for error.


Daniel was just three years old. But even at that tender age, he understood full well what was at stake. Daniel knew this was so much more than just a game. Errikos was his father’s friend, a Greek Orthodox Christian. Errikos had heard the rumors of mass Jewish deportations and knew he could not sit idly by. Over the span of several days, spreading his visits out so as not to draw attention, Errikos had come back to the Jewish quarter and helped friends and their families escape. Errikos had brought Daniel and his sister, Roza, to live with his own family in their beautiful seaside village just three miles from Corfu Town.


The plan was for Errikos and his family to hide the children in plain sight. They would tell neighbors and friends that the children were cousins, Orthodox Christians, like them, who were visiting from a nearby village. Errikos would then return a few days later to bring Daniel’s mother and baby sister to hide in the villa as well. The time and date had been set in advance. All they had to do was wait a few more days.


Just a few more days.


The villa was the perfect place to hide their Jewish friends. It was large, with plenty of rooms for young children to roam freely, or hide if they needed to. In the center was a large room with a grand iron table topped by a beautiful, smooth slab of marble that was cool to the touch, even on hot Corfu summer afternoons. The kitchen, where Errikos’s mother prepared their meals and somehow always managed to whip up special treats for Daniel, like sweet kumquat marmalade, was on one side of the house. On the other side were several bedrooms, storage, and a large and grand dining room. Surrounding the villa all around were lush and gorgeous gardens. Dozens upon dozens of mulberry, olive and fruit trees encircled the property. There, in the gardens, Daniel could roam freely, protected from the midday sun by the shade of those beautiful trees as he counted down the days until he would fall into his mother’s arms again.


Daniel was just outside the house, playing near the garden, when he heard someone approaching and turned to look. Young Daniel spotted the man and froze. The soldier was short and stout. He walked toward the house from the gardens. And then he spotted the boy and called to him.


“Nikos!” the soldier shouted and beckoned. “Nikos. Come here.”


Daniel and Errikos had practiced this many times. Daniel knew what he needed to do. He knew he needed to respond to the name Nikos and smile and act as if he were just a carefree young boy with nothing to hide. But he couldn’t do it. Daniel froze. He didn’t want to go anywhere near the man. He was just a little boy, and he was afraid.


Errikos’s mother stepped out of the house just then. She walked over to Daniel, bent down and held him close. “Please go to him,” she whispered in Daniel’s ear as she smoothed his hair, comforting the shaking child. “Please go, because if you don’t it will be dangerous and they will kill us all.”


Daniel did as he was told. Slowly, he approached the German.


“Nikos.” The German smiled and said his name again. And then he took a piece of chocolate from his pocket and handed it to Daniel. He patted the boy on his head, and then went on his way.


He had done it. Mama would be so proud. Daniel couldn’t wait to tell her how brave he had been. Just a bit longer and she would be joining them.


Finally, after what felt like an eternity for Daniel, the agreed-upon day and time had come at last. Errikos left early that morning to bring Daniel’s mother, Evthimia, and his baby sister to safety. But as he walked to the apartment, as the wide avenues of Corfu gave way to the narrow lanes of the ghetto, Errikos could hear the commotion before he even rounded the corner.


“What’s happening?” he asked as he fought his way through the crowd. There were people everywhere.


“They are rounding up Jews,” someone answered.


Errikos stopped in his tracks. He knew he could go no farther without putting them all at risk. There would be no way to get Daniel’s mother out of the quarter that day. He turned and started toward home, vowing to return in a few days, when it was safer. He knew the entrance to the family’s apartment had been boarded up, camouflaged to make it appear abandoned. Errikos took comfort in that, praying it was enough to fool the Germans and keep Evthimia and the baby hidden for just a few days longer.


As Errikos made his way back home, the Nazis made their way, street by street, down the blocks of the Jewish quarter. With gloved fists they pounded on doors, demanding to be let in, breaking down any that were not immediately opened for them. They were determined to rid the island of every single Jew they could find. Not one would be left behind.


Evthimia cowered with her baby daughter in her apartment above. The soldiers pounded on the boarded-up door, but she stayed quiet and hidden. The Nazis passed her by. She was safe.


As the soldiers made their way down the street, a Greek Christian woman poked her head out the window of her home. “What’s going on?” she asked.


“We are looking for Jews,” replied the Nazis from farther down the lane.


“Did you find any?”


“No.”


“Well, what do you mean? There’s one hiding right there, right across the way.”


And with that, the Nazis returned to the door of Daniel’s family’s home. This time they broke through the boarded-up entrance, stormed inside and dragged his mother and baby sister out to the street below.


Daniel would never see his mother or baby sister again.


They, like the nearly 1,800 Corfiot Jews held at gunpoint on the platia that day, spent hours waiting in the hot sun, still unsure of what was happening. Many had brought nothing with them that morning, expecting they would be home for lunch. As morning turned to afternoon, hours passed with no food or water. Still, many of Corfu’s Jews thought that surely by dinnertime the Germans would have had their fill of whatever this new level of humiliation and degradation was, and they would be allowed to return to their homes.


But like Daniel Soussis’s mother and baby sister, most of Corfu’s Jews would never go home again.


From the square, they were herded like livestock to the island’s old fort built into a craggy peninsula that juts out into the sea. The very fortress built to protect them became their prison. Men and women were separated, forced to give up any valuables and caged in the fort’s dank dungeons as the Nazis made their final preparations.


By all accounts and by the laws of reason it never should have happened, but no one has ever accused the Nazis of being reasonable. It was the end of the war, three days after the Allies landed at Normandy. Salvation was so close, but still not close enough. The Gestapo had arrived in Corfu and the German high command advised them against the deportation of Jews, warning that German boats and soldiers would be at risk as the Allies inched closer, continuing to bomb the Ionian Islands. The Nazis’ commanding colonel on Corfu cited the Red Cross’s presence on the island, strongly suggesting the deportation be postponed. He knew there would be no way to hide the truth from the international organization, that they would bear witness to the Germans’ final act on the island, their final solution. But despite this, the Gestapo went ahead, using small, dilapidated boats of questionable seaworthiness to carry out their plan.


The transport began on June 10, 1944. The Jews were taken from the old fort of Corfu and packed onto rotting boats and makeshift rafts, bound for their final destination, Auschwitz-Birkenau.


As they filed out of the old fort, many of the prisoners clamored to climb onto the boats, pushing to be among the first to board, to escape the dungeon. They didn’t know there would be no escape at all. As unseaworthy as they seemed, the peeling and rotting wooden hulls and ramshackle rafts kept afloat, carrying their human cargo across the sea. After the war, many of those who survived said they wished the boats had simply sunk and that everyone on board had drowned. Death at sea would have been a welcome escape compared to what was to come next.


A few did manage to escape, including David Balestra, a young Corfiot Jew who jumped overboard and swam to safety on the shores of Lefkada. After the war he settled in Israel, making a living as a children’s swimming instructor.


But for Nino Nachshon, escape was not an option. At 19 years old, Nino was a gregarious young man whose laughter filled his family’s home, even when their stomachs were empty, which was often. Nino’s father died when he was a child, leaving his mother to raise him and his three siblings. His was a poor family and life in the Jewish quarter was difficult. Yet for Nino, living on Corfu, even in the ghetto, did have its advantages. Nino spent endless hours in the sea with his friends and was a strong swimmer, strong enough to jump off the decrepit boat and make it to safety.


As his heavily weighted raft sat low in the water, Nino looked out across the sea where the sky meets the water’s surface. He knew he could do it. He knew in his heart that he could easily throw himself overboard and swim to the safety of shore. But he wasn’t the only one; Nino’s mother knew this as well.


“Save yourself,” Nino’s mother, who’d leaned in closer to him, whispered. Even as she clutched her daughter and youngest son to her, Nino’s mother pleaded with her eldest child. “Save yourself,” she said again.


Nino sat silently beside her. As they floated farther and farther away from shore, his mother’s words became commands. “I know you can do it,” she insisted. “I know you can. Save yourself. Leave us. Do it.”


But even as his mother pleaded with him to go, Nino’s younger brother clung to him. “Please don’t leave us,” he begged. “Please. Don’t leave me.”


That day, as the ramshackle boat floated farther and farther away from Corfu and toward an uncertain future, 19-year-old Nino did something he had never done before. For the first time in his life, Nino Nachshon defied his mother’s wishes. Nino watched others slip into the water and swim away to safety as he sat firmly fixed in place, scared and hungry, crammed between his mother and siblings on a rotting death boat.


From the boats, Nino and his family were brought to Patras, where they were placed on trains bound for Athens. They spent several days in the Haidari camp, just outside of Athens, before being crowded together, one on top of the other, into cattle cars with no water, little air and almost no chance of survival. While Nino and his mother and siblings all survived the transport, most of Corfu’s Jews never made it to the gates of Auschwitz-Birkenau.


When Nino’s transport arrived, he, his brothers and sister were sent to the barracks. That very first night, Nino’s mother was sent to the gas chamber.


Like Nino, 17-year-old Rebecca Aaron also survived the transport. But there were so many times she wished she hadn’t. Rebecca and her family had escaped from the ghetto and found refuge in the small village of Kouramades in central Corfu, just six miles from Corfu Town. Then the signs were posted, reminding Christians of the penalty for hiding and helping Jews. Those posters proved to be Rebecca’s family’s death certificate. A town official, likely seeking favor with the German soldiers, alerted the Nazis the Aaron family was hiding in a small mountainside shack, just outside the village. Rebecca and her family were immediately captured, the last of Corfu’s Jews to be herded into boats.


As the doors of her transport were opened upon reaching Auschwitz, Rebecca watched helplessly while her family was separated for selection. Before the sun set on that very first day, 40 members of Rebecca’s family were murdered, including her mother and siblings.


The working business model of the Nazi death camps was straightforward. Those who were fit to work were sent to the barracks and put to use. Those who arrived sick, frail or feeble were sent immediately for disposal.


Lasting almost a full month, the journey from Corfu to the gates of Auschwitz was one of the longest, most difficult trips that any Nazi prisoners had to endure. That, coupled with the mild Greek climate, meant that Corfu’s Jews were ill-equipped, unprepared and often had little chance of surviving the transport. Often, when the doors to the Greek transports opened, SS soldiers were met by nothing more than silence.


And sometimes even those who survived the transport chose death rather than what the SS soldiers had in store for them. Four hundred and thirty-five men from Corfu survived the journey, but willingly went to their death rather than join the Sonderkommando, a unit of Jews who were chosen by Nazis to dispose of the dead bodies.


In all, 1,795 Jews were deported from Corfu. Of those, only 121 survived the war.


Of course, some managed to escape deportation, like Daniel Soussis, by hiding in plain sight. Stories of betrayal, like the fate of Rebecca Aaron’s family and Daniel Soussis’s mother, were quite common. While the majority of Jews and Christians on Corfu lived side by side in harmony, there was an undeniable taint of anti-Semitism on the island. In the 1400s, Venetian rulers set the tone by segregating the island’s Jews from their Greek Christian neighbors, establishing the ghetto where Jews were required to live. In an eerie foreshadowing of what was to come centuries later during German occupation, small yellow buttons were manufactured and issued to the community. The yellow buttons had to be affixed to the lapels of Jews 13 years or older who were traveling outside the ghetto.


In 1891, a blood libel fractured the community further when an eight-year-old girl’s murder was falsely blamed on members of the Jewish community. Rumors swept the island that her blood was spilled in a ritual Passover sacrifice, Christian blood a sacred and sordid ingredient required to make unleavened matzo bread. An investigation proved that this story and rumors of a ritual sacrifice were unequivocally false, and that the murdered girl was in fact Jewish, and not Christian. But the truth came too late, the damage already done. Even the passing of decades couldn’t fully rid the community of the taint of distrust and suspicion. With the German occupation, those who had whispered their hatred of Jews under their breaths finally had a platform and vehicle for their hate.


And then there were those who turned on their Jewish neighbors, driven by nothing more than pure greed. There is a story long whispered about among the outdoor cafés and kitchen tables of Corfu. It is the tale of two friends, one Jewish and one Christian. In a desperate final effort to save his daughter, a Jewish man smuggled her to a Christian acquaintance. The Jewish man implored him to save his girl, and gave him all the money he had, to ensure his daughter would be hidden and provided for. He pleaded with the Greek Christian, begging him to take his girl, pass her off as his own and take his money as thanks for saving his child’s life. The Christian man took the child and the money—and promptly turned the child over to the Nazis, keeping the money for himself, forever sealing his fate and that of his family. But while civility and morality appeared to be blinded by greed, karma kept her watchful eye. From that day forward, the man’s family was stalked by tragedy, his own children dying at young ages.


While history books are filled with tragic dark stories of the Holocaust like these, there are also often little known stories of sacrifice and salvation. It is estimated that 200 of Corfu’s Jews managed to escape deportation and death. For most of them, salvation came at the hands of Christian Greeks. Despite the danger, despite the threat of death by the Germans, these Christians put everything at stake to do the just and moral thing, risking their lives and those of their families to save their Jewish friends.


My yia-yia, Avgerini, was one of those Christians.





chapter three


YOU ARE ORPHANS NOW


Erikousa


September 1943


Although they were Christian and miles removed from the horrors unfolding in the Jewish ghetto, the islanders of Erikousa knew that they were not immune to the dangers posed by the Nazi threat. Yia-yia found some comfort in knowing that the extended Erikousa family would help her while her husband was away in America. But she also knew she needed to take matters into her own hands and to do all she could to protect herself and her children.


“Who died, Mama?” my father’s sister, Agatha, asked. She sat on the bed and watched as her mother, my yia-yia, dressed not in her typical gray skirt and blouse but instead in head-to-toe black. Mourning clothes.


Yia-yia straightened her pleated black woolen skirt, buttoned her simple black blouse and knotted the black head scarf that obscured her center-parted and plaited hair.


“Who died?” my father, Anastasios, echoed, growing impatient now.


They wanted to get going and get on their way to school already. It was not that they so much cared about getting to school on time; it was that the teacher had a habit of smacking children who were late. But then again, children were often smacked on Erikousa during those years, by parents, teachers, relatives, strangers even. A swift backhand or tug of the ear to a child who displayed any precociousness or insubordination—or sometimes for no reason at all—was simply as much a part of the culture as greeting someone by saying “yiasou” or making the sign of the cross as you walked past a church.


It didn’t matter that they might be late for school. Yia-yia insisted the children sit still. She had something to tell them.


“You are orphans now.”


“No, we’re not,” Agatha said.


“What are you talking about? We are not orphans,” my father chimed in.


Clearly they were not orphans. Their mother was standing right in front of them and their father, my papou, was away. It had been years since they had seen him, but he was still very much alive. Papou had left Erikousa before the Italians, and then Nazis, came. The plan was for him to work and save enough money for the family to join him in America. But then war broke out, making it impossible for him to return. He sent envelopes, stamped “from the USA” and stuffed with dollar bills hidden between handwritten pages, though they had been arriving less and less frequently now. And never had they been needed more. But once every several weeks those letters and dollars did arrive, proving that Papou was still very much alive and thriving in America, while Yia-yia waited out the war and did her best to survive on Erikousa.


“Yes,” Yia-yia insisted. She grabbed them both by the arms and yanked them to attention. “Yes, you are orphans. If the German soldiers ask where your father is, you tell them that he is dead. You never tell them he is in America. Do you understand? Never.” It wasn’t that Yia-yia was well versed in the minutia of war, politics or what drove the Allied powers to align against the Germans. But Yia-yia knew enough to understand that the Germans hated the Americans. She knew that if the Nazis learned that her husband was living in the United States, she and her children would likely be targeted as the family of an American man. It was a risk she was unwilling to take.


Agatha was just seven and my father just nine, but they too understood even before she said the words out loud. “They will kill us all if they hear your father is in America.”


“Yes, Mama.” Agatha and my father both nodded their heads in agreement. But a simple promise was not enough to convince Yia-yia.


“Swear,” she insisted, grabbing the icon of Saint Spyridon, Corfu’s beloved patron saint, from its place on the wall. “Swear on Saint Spyridon.” She held the icon before them.


They knew better than to mess with Yia-yia or the saint. Each was regarded with equal parts reverence and fear. Agatha and my father each placed the thumb, index and middle finger of their right hand together and made the sign of the cross three times before kissing he icon.


Finally satisfied now, Yia-yia opened the door and scooted them outside. My father and Agatha ran all the way down the hill from their home, down the dirt path overlooking the sea, to the one-room schoolhouse located beside the church and in the shadow of the old cemetery.


Yia-yia stepped outside into the morning sunshine where her sister-in-law, Agathe, was waiting on the terrace. Agathe lived in the simple home adjacent to Yia-yia’s with Papou’s brother, Costa, and their five children. Just as there were no property lines between the two homes, there was no separation between the two families. Before Papou left, he entrusted his family to his brother, a responsibility and a role Costa took on with pride and care. The children were more like siblings than cousins, and the sisters-in-law more like sisters. The women actually felt closer than sisters, the circumstances of their lives bonding them in ways even tighter than familial bonds or blood ties. What they lacked in material goods, the two families made up for in love for one another. Agathe, a petite woman quick with a smile or a smack when the children acted up, and my yia-yia, raven-haired with black-olive eyes, shared everything between them—food, chores, supplies and worries.


That morning, the sisters-in-law did what they rarely afforded themselves the luxury of doing. The two women sat outside together on the terrace, as the freshly hung laundry flapped in the breeze above them and the chickens clucked and pecked in the coop behind the patio.


They were not wealthy by any means, and their homes were rustic and simple in every way. But oh, that view! Theirs was a view worth thousands if not millions of drachmas. From the cracked terrace they could see past the hulking, verdant ancient olive trees. Even from this far up they could make out each and every individual fruit of the giant yellow lemon trees down the hill in the grove, lemons that might pass for grapefruits were it not for their telltale sunburst of color. And down the slope, past the trees and farther down the dirt road, past a handful of primitive stone and whitewashed homes, the women could see straight to the beach and to the tiny port. The port was empty now, except for a cluster of small wood-hulled and weather-beaten fishing boats that bobbed up and down on the sea with the tide.


But Yia-yia and Agathe had heard the news. And they knew what was coming. They knew the Italians had surrendered and that sooner or later there would be German ships docked in the port. And no one knew exactly what that would mean, only that things were about to get worse.





She was poor, provincial and barely literate. Like so many Greek women of her generation, my yia-yia Avgerini was a woman born to serve, first her parents and her church, and then her husband, children and grandchildren. There was no indication that Yia-yia or her life was anything remotely outside the ordinary. It would take almost 70 years for anyone to realize just how extraordinary she really was.


Yia-yia lived on the tiny, remote island of Erikousa, just seven miles but worlds away from comparatively cosmopolitan Corfu. Erikousa lies at the northwestern tip of Greece, within a few miles of the shores of Albania, whose sandy beaches you can see with the naked eye from the island’s dense, green hills.


In the 1940s, and even decades after that, Erikousa was secluded, with few phones, little electricity, no indoor plumbing and no police, doctors or shops of any kind. The islanders lived simple and primitive lives, boarding little fishing boats bound for Corfu whenever they needed anything that could not be farmed, fished or made with their very own two hands.


Erikousa was an island society where modesty and morality were paramount. Often, young girls were married off as teenagers, a bloodstained sheet hung from an olive tree the morning after a wedding as confirmation of a young bride’s purity. Despite the fact that they lived on an island, women and girls were never taught to swim. Donning a swimsuit and bathing in the sea was seen as immodest and scandalous, bringing shame to a girl’s family. Seldom, if ever, was a girl of my yia-yia’s generation sent to Erikousa’s tiny one-room schoolhouse to learn. Cooking, cleaning and tending to the livestock and garden were the only skills that mattered, and these were taught at home, under the watchful eyes of mothers, aunts and grandmothers.


Socially and spiritually, island life revolved around the tiny church of Saint Nicholas, where Sunday services, holidays, weddings, sacraments and name days were observed. Located adjacent to the old cemetery and steps from the one-room schoolhouse, the small icon-adorned house of worship was truly the heart, soul and center of island life. Deeply faithful, Yia-yia and the islanders would also make periodic trips from their island home to visit Corfu’s Church of Saint Spyridon. There they would pray beside the island’s beloved patron saint, whose mummified remains lay in a silver casket adorned in gold-embroidered red velvet robes and slippers.


Born in Cyprus in 270 AD, Saint Spyridon was a shepherd known for his humility, pure heart and charitable works. He was ordained a bishop after the death of his wife and came to be known around the world as the “Wondermaker,” for the many miracles attributed to his name. Three hundred years after his death, Saint Spyridon’s body—said to be still intact after all those years—was removed from Cyprus and brought to Turkey sometime during the seventh century. The saint’s remains were kept in a Constantinople church until the fifteenth century, when the city was invaded by Turkish troops. After the fall of Constantinople, a priest carried the saint’s remains to Corfu, where he has rested and been revered ever since.


Each person born with ties to Corfu is told that from the moment of their birth, Saint Spyridon will walk beside them and protect them. Once a year, the saint’s priests open the casket to change his robes and shoes. And each year, it is said, they find seaweed entwined in his robes and that the soles of his shoes are worn through. The faithful believe that each night the saint rises, walking the shores and streets of Corfu, protecting his beloved island and her people. Corfiots believe that in the 1700s it was the saint who saved Corfu from the Ottoman invasion, rising from his silver casket to defeat the attacking Ottoman troops. The devout believe it was Saint Spyridon himself whom Turkish ships spotted standing atop the old fort, his lantern ablaze and raised to the sky, commanding the sea to rise up and swallow the invading ships.


In 1944, as Nazi soldiers raced to eradicate the Jewish community, Allied bombs fell on Corfu, destroying much of the old town except for the saint’s resting place. While the surrounding buildings burned and fell into rubble, Saint Spyridon’s church, with its icon-adorned marble altar, ornately painted ceiling that dripped with silver lanterns and imposing bell tower, remained untouched and intact. Countless more miracles around the world are attributed to Saint Spyridon. Many believe that what happened on Erikousa during the war is simply one more.


Despite the poverty and uncertain times, Yia-yia and her fellow islanders considered themselves lucky. Unlike the hundreds of thousands dying from famine across war-ravaged Greece, even the poorest of Erikousa’s families, those with no livestock or income, could farm the island’s fertile land and stave off starvation with octopus, lobsters, sea urchin and fish, all plentiful and free from the brilliant blue waters of the Ionian Sea. As the war raged on across Europe, Erikousa’s remoteness, the very thing that kept this small island, her infrastructure and her people so antiquated and isolated from the modern world, proved to be her salvation.


Even during the Italian occupation, the Italian soldiers who looted villages across Europe never bothered the islanders of Erikousa. With the island so close to Italy, many of the local fishermen spoke Italian, and the island’s dialect was infused with Italian words. The Italian soldiers looked kindly on the people who were so familiar in custom and language, for the most part leaving the islanders in peace.


Life for our family went on as it did for the rest of the island and generations before. Yia-yia tended to her home and children, molding Agatha to be a modest and devout Greek Orthodox girl while teaching her the skills she would need one day to be a successful wife and mother. My father spent his days running with the boys across the island, swimming, exploring and catching porcupines for the Italian soldiers, who viewed the prickly animal’s sweet meat as a delicacy. The soldiers traded chocolates with the young hunters in return.


But then the Italians surrendered, German occupation began, and life on Erikousa, as Yia-yia and the islanders knew it, ceased to exist. At ten years old, my father went from running across the beach with his friends and savoring the sensation of melting chocolate on his tongue to stepping over the bodies of dead Italian soldiers in the sand, victims of German mines. He went from falling asleep to the rhythmic sounds of crashing waves and crickets to being woken by the sound of Nazi boots stomping outside his window and fists pounding against the door, demanding to be let in. Agatha went from sitting by her mother’s side as she learned the secrets to rolling out paper-thin phyllo dough with a broom handle to hiding behind her mother’s skirts whenever she caught sight of a Nazi soldier or heard the sound of German being spoken. And Yia-yia went from living a quiet life of obedience, obligation and reverence to one of defiance, danger and resistance, risking her own life and those of her children to defy the Nazi soldiers and help save the lives of a Jewish man and his girls.


That man was Savvas Israel, the Jewish tailor from Corfu.





chapter four


PASS THE LAMB. WE SAVED THE JEWS.


Easter Sunday


New Rochelle, New York


1984


At this rate there’ll be nothing left by the time we sit down for dinner.” My uncle shook his head and laughed as he stood at his perch beside the spit, hand-turning the baby lamb over hot coals. Several of my uncles had been at it since 7 a.m., each taking a shift, turning the handle slowly round and round as the lamb cooked to perfection. By now the skin was crisp and charred, perfect for picking off a nibble as everyone congregated around the spit, enjoying an alfresco appetizer while waiting for dinner to be served.


“But this is the best part,” my brother said as he reached his hand out and tugged at the lamb, peeling off a perfect morsel of the crunchy skin and moist meat.


It was midafternoon by now and the lamb had been cooking for hours. While the women held court in the kitchen, the men had gone out back early in the morning and impaled the entire animal on the spit, then taken turns slowly turning the handle as they smoked cigarettes and sipped dark, thick Greek coffee, which by afternoon was replaced by whiskey. Every 15 minutes or so, they dipped a cluster of rosemary twigs into a marinade of lemon, olive oil and garlic, bathing the entire lamb in the intoxicating mixture over and over again.


By now the air throughout the neighborhood was perfumed with the heavenly scent of the garlic-and-lemon-infused roasted lamb. Friends and neighbors up and down the block woke to realize we were at it again. The Greeks were celebrating Easter.


When the lamb was finally done, our entire family crammed around the dining room table. There were no bunnies, chicks or pastel colors to be found at our Easter table. Year after year, the centerpiece was always the same: a bowl of brightly dyed, deep crimson eggs. After being dyed and cooled, the eggs were rubbed with an olive-oil-soaked paper towel and buffed to shiny perfection. The eggs were always red and only red, to symbolize the spilled blood of Christ. Beside the bowl of red eggs were the lit candles we had transported home from the midnight Resurrection church service the night before. If the scent of cooking lamb didn’t announce to the neighborhood that it was Greek Easter, the caravan of Greeks attempting to drive home from church at 1 a.m. with a car full of lit candles was always a dead giveaway.


We crammed around the table elbow to elbow, having scoured the house for every available chair. The table was covered in platters and serving dishes. What didn’t fit on the table was piled high on the kitchen counter. There was enough food to feed a small village, or the entire island back home on Erikousa. And yet, as I scoured the table, I wondered what on earth I would eat. The food was rich, with complex flavors and sauces, but hardly anything appealed to my suburbanized palate. I had grown to prefer peanut butter fluff sandwiches to any element of traditional Greek cuisine. Even doused in lemon and garlic, lamb always smelled musty to me and tasted of old socks. As for feta cheese, a staple of any Greek meal, I couldn’t stomach the fetid scent or stand the sight of its milky brine.


“Are you sure you’re not adopted?” my cousins would always joke.


The first course was always the same: magiritsa, the traditional Easter soup. Or as I liked to call it, guts soup. Literally, it was a soup made from the guts and internal organs of the lamb. Every year, a few days before Easter, I would wake up to the distinct scent of intestines and other organs being cleaned and boiled. Yia-yia always seemed happiest standing at the sink, cleaning things I imagined more appropriately used to fertilize a garden than in a meal. But those intestines, simmered in broth with lemon, scallions and dill, were a tradition and the highlight of the meal for the rest of the family. And as always, a large bowl of it was placed before me on Easter Sunday as the entire table burst into laughter.


“Come on, Yvette.” My brother laughed. “You know you want it.”


“No thanks.” I simply shook my head.


As everyone dug into their meal, the conversation was always the same. No topic was left unexamined; current events, news and politics were dissected with the same gusto as the latest island gossip or scandal, of which there was always plenty. And always, the chatter ended up right back where our family’s story began, on the tiny island of Erikousa. Without fail, my father’s sister, Agatha, was one of the most animated at the table.


“They were mean, mean, like animals, I tell you,” Agatha announced. “Ugly people. Not nice to us like the Italians. One time I was walking by one, and I looked up. He was big, wearing his uniform. And he looked at me and lifted his arm and said, ‘Heil Hitler.’ ”


“And what did you do?” a cousin asked.


“What did I do?” Agatha’s voice grew louder as she took another drag from her Virginia Slim light cigarette, her red lipstick staining the tip. She flicked the ashes in an ashtray placed on the table beside the platter of roasted lamb and finished her story.


“What did I do?” she repeated. “I did nothing. I didn’t know what to say or do. He wanted me to say, ‘Heil Hitler,’ but I didn’t know that. I was seven years old. So he hit me. He threw me to the ground and he kicked me. That mean bastard! And then I’ll never forget it: an Italian soldier came over to me and he knelt down and said, ‘Bambina, bambina.’ That’s the Italian word for baby, you know. And then he took me to the café and he got me a slice of bread with marmalade. I still remember how delicious that bread and marmalade tasted. It was the best thing I had ever eaten.”
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