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Praise for


Once We Were Here


“If Hitler and Stalin recognized the Greeks’ courage, it’s about time the world did, too.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Once We Were Here is a modern epic, surging with the lifeblood of Greece and her proud history. Beautiful, tragic, and achingly lovely, this story of heroism, survival, and homeland captured my heart.”


—Victoria Aveyard, #1 bestselling author of the Red Queen series


“This stirring debut by Christopher Cosmos examines the enduring costs of love and war, and the way family stories—even buried ones—set the course for generations to come. Cosmos is deeply committed not only to his characters and their harrowing experiences, but also to sharing, with insight and empathy, Greece’s powerful and often heartbreaking history.”


—Paula McLain, author of The Paris Wife and Love and Ruin


“Winston Churchill said that Greeks don’t fight like heroes, but heroes fight like Greeks, and this story proves it; a stunning literary debut about legacy and history, war and peace, fate and destiny, the power of family and stories, and how young love can still shine and endure, even in the face of the greatest evils, and long after we’re gone.”


— Steven Pressfield, bestselling author of Gates of Fire and The Legend of Bagger Vance


“Christopher Cosmos gives the reader a front-row seat to six pivotal months in the history of Greece, and the world. Full of both heroics and disasters, Once We Were Here shines a vivid light on the human costs of war, and how we inherit family legacies of love, sacrifice, and secrets.”


— Caitlin Horrocks, author of The Vexations


“As Cosmos highlights throughout the book, the Greek army’s bravery was heralded throughout the war by the Allies and Axis alike, and were likened to the Greek mythological heroes in the way they fought and resisted. I could see where Costa and Alexi stand in for those mythological heroes, modern day Greeks, marching off to war as if they were Jason or Odysseus. Romance, long journeys, war, death, tragedy and heroes? Honestly, we might just have a modern day Greek myth on our hands here!”


—Kat Cavano, Katcavano.com


“Fittingly for a story about wartime love and loss, there are also echoes of Ernest Hemingway.”


—Michigan Alumnus Magazine


“The beauty and history of Greece, World War II, and love are the backbone of this breathtaking and far-reaching novel. Highly recommend.”


—ShouldIReaditOrNot.com


“Once We Were Here is a gut-wrenching story with cinematic quality. Christopher Cosmos vividly portrays the human side of war, from the untrained Resistance fighters to the villagers and survivors. He reminds us why Greeks are so fiercely proud of their country and defend their legacy.”


—Maria A. Karamitsos, “The Windy City Greek”
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THE PHOTOGRAPH





July 27th, 2014


I’M HAUNTED BY MY HISTORY.


My life has always been a life of stories, ever since I can remember, ever since I was very young and growing up on my grandfather’s lap where he would tell me the great stories of his people, the stories of powerful and flawed gods and the daring deeds of the heroes they favored in faraway lands, and I think perhaps that’s why I’ve always loved the morning and the rising sun, because when I’m alone in the stillness of the dawn the stories feel less distant, and when the mist rises above the concrete of my neighborhood and the dew is still fresh and speckled on the flowers that my wife plants outside our house it seems like the light that’s about to come will touch everywhere, not just the places that I’ve been or that I know, but everywhere, and for a brief moment before the day begins the idea of real means something else entirely, and it’s during those moments that I have no doubt why we’re alive.


My life has been a life of stories, as all our lives are, and I study mine often, crossing and re-crossing the intersecting lines, trying to make sense of who I am through history and blood, the only way that I know how. And it was a story that came from high above, and fell slowly at my feet, on an ordinary day, late in an ordinary summer, that would lead me to finally realize, as I held the greatest history of my life in my hands, and slowly rubbed my thumb across the old and worn surface of it, perhaps something that I’ve known and felt all along—


I didn’t know who I was.


I’ve spent the hottest and most important days of my summers at Papou’s cottage on Lake Michigan since before I can remember, and that summer was no different. As soon as we pulled into the driveway and the car stopped, our two boys jumped out and ran into the house, David struggling to keep up with William, his big brother determined every year to be the first inside and the first to the beach and the first in the water and the first to do everything else. Stephanie and I unloaded the car and made our way behind them, arms full of bags of groceries and toys for the beach, and when we walked in I saw Yia Yia smiling and waiting for us.


“Papou took the boys down to the beach.”


“Already?”


“They didn’t want to wait. It’s a great age, isn’t it?” she said as I went forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “They’re growing so fast.”


“Every week, it seems,” Stephanie answered, smiling as she gave my grandmother a kiss, too. “I’ve had to buy new shoes for William twice already this year. He keeps growing out of everything.”


“He’s going to be tall. That’s good. Men should be tall.”


I looked out the window to see my two boys hurrying with Papou down the long, winding staircase that leads to the beach, the tall marram grass lining the path all the way to the lake. Papou was more than ninety years old now, but he was still spry, active, healthy, able to keep up with his great-grandchildren. It’s remarkable when you think about it, but I never did because he was Papou—he’d always been a giant, and I could never imagine him slowing down.


“What’s wrong, Andrew?” Yia Yia asked, watching as I stared out the window. “You know I can always tell when there’s something on your mind, right?”


“I found something, while I was packing this morning,” I said, as I turned back to her. “It fell out of the boxes that you and Papou moved into the attic last summer.”


“What did you find, Andreas?” she asked, using the Greek form of my name, more intimate, more personal.


I took the creased photograph out of my pocket and slowly handed it to her. It was in black and white, a soldier standing next to a woman, and while I recognized Yia Yia, the man in the uniform next to her wasn’t Papou. He was taller, his nose was different, and so were his eyes.


She looked down at the picture for a long time, silently studying the faces without speaking, and I was surprised to see tears come to her eyes.


“What’s the matter, Yia Yia? What is it?”


“Nothing. It’s just something from a long time ago.”


“Something that you’d forgotten?”


“No, Andreas,” she said, as she looked up, and I saw that she was smiling sadly. “It’s not something I could ever forget.”


“I don’t understand—I thought you and Papou left before the war began. That’s what you always told me.”


“That’s what we told everyone.”


“Why?”


“Because it was too hard for us to talk about it,” she said simply.


“What happened?” I took her hand in mine so that she knew I didn’t want to cause her any pain. “I’m sorry, Yia Yia, but I’m curious . . . why don’t you want to talk about it? Did you have a brother?”


“Don’t be sorry, Andreas. It’s a part of us, and so it’s a part of you, too. Which means that it’s your story as much as it’s ours.” And she looked at me as she spoke, into my eyes, as if she was searching for something, and finding it inside me gave her strength. “Maybe it’s time you learned about who your Papou really was.”


“What do you mean?”


The door opened and my boys come back in, followed by my grandfather, and Stephanie came out from the back so that the whole family was in the living room when Papou saw the picture that his wife was holding. Yia Yia handed it to him and he took it, looked down at the worn image, rubbing his thumb gently across it, remembering a time long past.


“I’ll take the boys on a walk down to the pier,” Yia Yia said, looking at me. “They’ve always enjoyed that.” My boys smiled and yelled with excitement as they scrambled to get themselves ready: they know that a walk to the pier always means a stop for ice cream at the Dairy Treat, which they’d been waiting for all summer.


“I’ll go with them, too,” Stephanie said.


“Of course,” Yia Yia nodded to her, in love with the woman that I’m in love with.


“Grandma, you don’t have to leave.”


“Yes, I do.”


She saw the look on my face and she smiled to try to make me feel better. I’ve seen my grandmother smile many times, but this time it wasn’t a look that I could read—there was sadness, and there was hope, but there was something else, too.


“I think maybe this is a story best told between men,” she said as she stood on her toes to kiss my forehead. “It’s time that you knew. It’s time that you learned about your family. I’ll see you when we get back, Andreas-mou.”


I watched in silence as the boys came back in their swimming suits and left with Yia Yia and Stephanie and then, when they were gone, Papou finally turned to me—


“It’s something that’s hard for your Yia Yia to talk about, you see.”


“Because it was during the war? What happened? Did you fight?”


“Yes. We fought.”


“Where?”


“Let’s go outside, Andreas. It’s such a beautiful day.”


We walked outside together and sat on the chairs on the patio, facing out towards the water in front of us—when the wind’s up the waves get large enough that the whole lake is dotted with surfers, but today it’s calm, the water has the look and color of smooth glass, and it’s beautiful. In the distance my wife and my grandmother walk with my boys down towards the pier and I can’t help but smile, seeing them there together, my boys out in front, kicking up water as they run through the surf. Then I turn back to my grandfather, and when I look at him I see an unfamiliar look in his eyes, and at first I think he’s just trying to remember the story that he’s about to tell me, but then I see that it’s not his memory that he’s searching for at all, but his strength.


“I’ll tell you this story once, Andreas. Your grandfather’s story. And then when you’ve heard it, it will be yours, and yours alone. To do with it what you will. Do you understand?”


“No, Papou. I don’t think I do.”


“You will. Trust me, Andreas. You will. Now, where to begin …”


He closed his eyes, thinking back to a time long past. I can see the emotion in wrinkled and worn lines on his face, then after a moment he opened his eyes, looking directly into mine, as he took a large, deep breath full of purpose—


“The story begins on a beautiful day, in a beautiful city, in the most beautiful country in the world …”




PART I





“Hitler always faces me with a fait accompli. This time I am going to pay him back in his own coin. He will find out from the papers that I have occupied Greece.”


—Benito Mussolini, speaking to Count Ciano
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October 28th, 1940


THE TOWN OF AGRIA SITS BELOW a large bluff, nestled against the radiant azure waters of the Aegean Sea, not far from the great eastern port of Volos. It’s a fishing village, and everything about it is dedicated to the water and maritime life, as so many of the Hellenic cities and islands are and have been since before anyone can remember. Alexei’s father was a fisherman, as his father was before that, and his father before him, so Alexei learned to cast a fishing net when he was very young, before he was even six years old, and his sun-tanned arms were strong enough to pull in a full haul of marides or lavraki before his thirteenth birthday. He was a boy who grew up slowly beside the sea, in a corner of the world where everything was carefully crafted out of beauty and full of an ancient history as storied and rich as time itself.


It was a few months past Alexei’s eighteenth birthday, and though he’d been fishing with his father for some years by then, he’d recently been trying to make as many excuses as he could to take their boat out alone. When he was younger, Alexei’s father seemed as large as Zeus to his son, a great bear of a man, a god amongst all the other ordinary fathers that Alexei knew in their town, and someone not destined to suffer the same fate as other mortals. Iannis was only five foot nine, three inches shorter than how tall his son stood now, but there was once a time when Alexei thought he’d never reach his father’s height. It wasn’t until years later that he realized that sometimes it’s how a man lives his life that makes him seem taller. Iannis had left Greece and travelled the world at nineteen, going to college in Paris before returning home to fight in the Great War, taking a bullet in the leg fighting with the Greek Army against the Bulgarians when they invaded Thrace in 1918. Alexei used to ask his father many times for stories from the war, expecting feats of daring and heroism, tales to rival those of Homer and Aeschylus, but all he used to say to his son was—


“We won, Alexandros. That’s all you need to know.”


Iannis’ response became a mantra, the same word always following the same word, each syllable pronounced exactly the same way. It wasn’t until Alexei was older that it occurred to him what he might have been asking his father to relive. But what Alexei did know is that in the last few years Iannis’ leg started bothering him more and more, to the point where Alexei saw his father, the Greek god, the man he’d thought of as Zeus, someone to rival Achilles himself in the eyes of a young boy, start walking with a slight limp that had become more noticeable with each passing year. He would never admit it, a proud and stubborn man, but a son who spent so many mornings on a boat with his father could see the toll the work was beginning to take on him. But it was as it should be. Old men are meant to slow down, and young men are meant to take up for them, and Alexei was happy to do his part. So Alexei learned to make excuses to wake up early and go out on the boat alone, telling Iannis that he needed to practice by himself, without a father there telling a son everything that he was doing wrong, anything Alexei could think of to keep him at home at least a few more days a week instead of out on the sea where he’d been since he was a boy.


And it was on one such morning, when Alexei had taken the boat out alone, that the entire world changed.


That fall had been particularly good for fishing, in a way that some falls are and it’s impossible to explain, and Alexei had already filled three nets before the sun was high enough in the sky to signal that it was midday.


That summer he’d started diving for sponges, too.


He’d found a cove up the coast to the north of Agria where they were still plentiful because no other fishermen had found it yet, and after he collected them he could sell the sponges for 50 drachmae apiece in the agora. Alexei enjoyed the days when he could strip off his clothes and dive into the ocean, going as far down as his lungs would allow, which day after day was getting progressively deeper and longer. He’d gather the sponges off the rocks and load them into a special sack that he’d woven just for the task, then come bursting back up to the surface, and it became his favorite part of the day when he’d climb back onto the boat and allow himself to lay still for a few moments as the hot Mediterranean sun would bake the leftover salt onto his skin. It felt like youth to him, and like freedom. He was an adventurer alone on the open sea, the hero of his own story, the same as all the other heroes he’d grown up with. Achilles, Odysseus, Alexander … the men he thought about when he lay in his bed at night. The great men whose stories they still told. These moments alone with himself and his dreams were innocence before Alexei ever really knew what innocence was, and certainly long before he knew how easily it could be taken.


But the coming fall would be sure to change that forever.


As Alexei came back to shore, his nets full with fish, which would make his father happy, and with a sackful of fresh sponges, he looked into the distance and saw a figure on the beach, standing next to the small and narrow dock and waving his arms wildly, calling out his name:


“Alexei! Alexei!” the words carried across the water.


Constantinos had been Alexei’s best friend since before either of them could remember. They were both born on the exact same night, within hours of each other during the greatest storm anyone in Agria could recall. It lasted for six hours and killed ten people, and after the storm had finally passed each of their families found that they’d been blessed with two healthy baby boys, and their mothers had decided for them that their histories were certainly already irrevocably intertwined, that fate had already chosen them to be best friends, and so far their mothers had proven to be right. The local priest said any newborns that were able to survive that storm were destined for greatness, and while Costa and Alexei didn’t care for any of the stories from their mothers or the priest, they’d both been obsessed since they were very young with finding out who was born first, and thus older, something that they knew they’d never be able to prove—Costa’s father had died before he was born, and his mother had gotten cancer when he was six years old, leaving him an orphan—so they couldn’t ask them about his birth, but it had become a point between them to try to speculate and unravel the mystery that they knew could never be unraveled.


“What’s wrong, Costa?” Alexei called back to him.


“It’s the Italians,” he said, spitting the word out of his mouth like poison. “It’s Mussolini.”


“What about him?”


Alexei pulled the boat up to the shore and Costa grabbed hold of the wooden side, helping Alexei tie it off against the dock, something they’d done so many times together that it seemed as familiar to the son of a fisherman and his friend as tying the laces of a shoe.


“He called Metaxas and offered him an ultimatum. It’s been all over the radio since it happened.”


“What kind of ultimatum?”


“Unconditional surrender. Or he invades Greece with all the troops he has in Albania. Athens has three hours to respond. He laid it on the table thirty minutes ago.”


Alexei paused, thinking about this—


“Metaxas is a German sympathizer.”


“But this is the Italians. No Greek worth anything would ever surrender to the Italians.”


“So you think it’s happening, then? That we’re going to fight?”


“Is there any other way? You should see the city. People started bracing for the worst as soon as they heard—saving their food, stockpiling their water, burying their valuables.”


“What about the Germans? What about Hitler?”


“There’s been no mention of the Germans. It seems Mussolini might be acting alone. Hitler’s never cared about us, or seen us as any kind of threat, and he doesn’t want to come this far south . . . not when he’s busy getting ready for Russia.”


Alexei and Costa both stood together in silence, the weight of the news between them, knowing what this would mean for them, for all the young men in their village and their country. Then Alexei picked up his sack of sponges and the fish that he’d caught and he started walking down the dock away from Costa.


“Where are you going?” Costa called after him.


“The agora.”


“She already knows.” Alexei paused, turning back to Costa, waiting for him to tell the rest. “I saw her, she was there with her father. He was discussing it with the other men.”


“And what did they say?”


“That this would be the end of Greece.”


Alexei was silent for a moment—


“How long did Mussolini give Metaxas to respond?”


“Three hours.”


“What do you think he’ll do?”


“I think he’ll fight.”


Costa’s answer hung over them both, knowing that either way their hand would be forced, and their lives would be changed forever in the coming months. Alexei nodded to his friend, and then turned back towards town again.


“Alexei …”


Alexei turned back to Costa one more time. Their eyes found each other, and something unspoken passed between them, a sharing of strength between two boys both born of a great storm.


“Good luck.”


The road into town winds along the top of a bluff—mountains on one side, and the Aegean on the other—until it descends into the small valley where Agria and its beautiful harbor, one of the best in Greece, is nestled against the sea. Because of its proximity to Volos, the largest major port on Greece’s eastern coast between Thessaloniki and Athens, the agora was filled daily not only with locals selling their wares, but foreign merchants as well, bringing products from the islands, from northern Greece, and even as far away as countries like Turkey, Lebanon, and sometimes even Egypt. The marketplace is normally boisterous and loud, men shouting, bargaining against each other, raising their voices for no other reason than to yell and be heard.


But not today.


Today the whole city was filled with an eerie silence and calm like Alexei had never seen or felt before. Walking down the street he could hear radios tuned loudly inside every house, but there was nobody talking, everybody was listening, waiting for the words that would come and change their world and send all of them spiraling into the abyss of another war that had no end in sight.


The dust on the road that was left over from the dry summer covered Alexei’s old sandals as he went past a small hotel, and then the butcher shop and bakery, heading towards the town square. He could hear more radios with every step that he took, but he didn’t stop to listen, and he soon came to the square, in the center of the city, lined with ancient olive and fig trees, and looked across at the café where a group of men were taking their afternoon coffee. The largest of the men, holding his familiar place in the middle of all the others, was Giorgos Karras—he was imposing, with an ample gut and the dark, harsh eyes of one who’s used to always getting what he wants.


If Giorgos was there, then she couldn’t be very far.


Alexei looked around, searching the marketplace, checking all her favorite shops and stalls until the crackle of the radios finally caught his attention, and the men at the café sat up a little straighter to hear the news that had finally come—


“Prime Minister Metaxas has made a decision for all of Greece. Mussolini gave him three hours, but he only needed three minutes to respond. He sent a telegram back to Rome with only one word on it—‘Oxi.’”


It was a simple word, with the simple meaning just of “no,” but the way that it would soon change Alexei’s life in every way that a young life can be changed was anything but simple.


As soon as it came across the radio, young men spilled out into the streets with chants of “Zito Hellas, Zito Hellas! Hail Greece!” Their mothers and sisters and wives wept, knowing how the fate of an entire generation would now be defined by Metaxas’ firm and proud declaration, and while the young men celebrated in the streets, the old men simply grunted, neither in compliance or disapproval, but because they had been young once, too, and even through all the death that they knew was sure to come, they also knew that fighting for your country is the most noble thing a man can do, even with the great price that it brings.


Alexei pushed his way through the mass of people in the streets, still spilling out of houses, shaking their fists with pride, no longer quiet because they knew now what their fate was going to be, and they were glad. He kept searching, pushing his way through the people, until he finally found her: she was across the square from him, next to a crooked olive tree, where she had walked out of the cobbler’s shop, carrying her father’s freshly polished shoes. Alexei pushed harder, making his way through the crowd, until he was finally almost next to her.


“Philia!” he called to her through the crowd—she didn’t hear, so he yelled again, “Philia!”


She turned and saw him—


“Alexei, what are you doing here?”


He finally stood facing her, both of them knowing that nothing would ever be the same now, but neither of them wanting to admit it, not even secretly, not even just to themselves.


“Meet me,” Alexei said quietly. “At the dock, tonight, after dinner but before the sun starts to go down. There’s something I have to show you, and no one will see us. Promise me.”


“Alexei, please …”


Alexei squeezed her wrists, and his eyes found her eyes. “Promise me, Philia.”


“I can’t.”


“I’ll wait all night. I won’t leave until you come.”


She looked across the square and saw her father standing, looking around for his daughter—


“I have to go.”


She gave Alexei one more look, then turned and left, and Alexei watched as she walked away from him, back across the square, the sun reflecting off her dark hair as she joined her father at the café where he’d been discussing the coming war with the other men. She hadn’t said that she would come, or anything else at all, but Alexei knew Philia, and he knew the look that was on her face, and that she couldn’t stay away, not from him, and not from an adventure.


Alexei’s mother had made souvlaki for dinner.


Every meal in Greece has either lamb or feta and this one had both. The family ate in silence, chewing slowly and thoughtfully. Many families ask each other about their days at mealtimes, but Alexei’s family never did because in their small village every day was always the same: they woke in the morning, they went to work, then they came home for dinner. But that night Alexei could feel his moth-er’s anxiety next to him. Iannis was silent, not because it was dinner, but because he already knew what was going to happen.


Eleni put more cubes of lamb onto her son’s plate—souvlaki was her specialty, and giving him more food was her excuse to start the conversation that hung over everything.


“Have you thought any more about school, Alexei?”


“School, Mana?” Alexei asked.


“University. Somewhere that you could put reading the books you always read to good use. You’ve talked about Thessaloniki. The new campus is supposed to be one of the best.”


“The world’s at war now, Mana. Universities are shutting their doors.”


“Why? That doesn’t make sense. Even if there’s a war . . . we still have to keep learning.”


“Because there’d be nobody to come. No teachers, no students . . . no staff to teach them.”


“Somewhere the war hasn’t touched, then. Switzerland, or maybe even Canada or America. It’d be more expensive, but we could talk to the bank. You’ve always loved to read so much, and hear stories of faraway places, you could go to one of them.”


Alexei looked at his father, who kept his eyes down on his food, his leg rocking nervously under the table, the one that he’d injured. When he walked it caused him to limp. When he sat still, it ached and needed constantly to be moved, stretched, massaged.


“Enemies are coming to destroy our homes, Mana,” Alexei said, turning back to her. “I’m not going to let them. I’m going to fight, like everyone else, to help protect our country.”


“No, Alexei. Please. Young men are so quick to go to war. It’s suicide . . . a small country like Greece in a war like this? Hitler took France in six weeks. How long do you think tiny Greece can last against an army like that? That’s not war, Alexei.”


“Then what is it?”


“It’s just men dying.”


“Every young man in this village is going to enlist tomorrow, to help defend our freedom. And it’s not the Germans that we’re fighting. It’s the Italians. It’s Mussolini. We’ve beaten them before, and we can beat them again.” Alexei looked at her. “Would you want your son to be the only one that stayed behind, Mana? The only one that didn’t fight or do his part? Would you want to take that from me?”


“If it meant that you were the only one that lived.”


“Mana …”


“Help me, Iannis,” she said as she looked over at her husband, who hadn’t looked up from his plate. “Help me talk sense into your son.”


Iannis was quiet, and then he finally turned to Alexei, his eyes finding his son’s, and his son seeing the pain in them. “He’s right, Eleni. There’s no family in this entire country that will be spared what’s about to happen, and we’ll be no different than any other family.”


“Who’ll help you with the traps and the nets if he leaves?”


“I can manage the traps and the nets.”


Eleni turned back to her son, the tears starting to come now—


“Is this really the choice that you’re making, Alexandros?”


“I’m sorry, Mana. But it’s not a choice.”


Alexei stood and took his dish to the sink, and before he left he went to his room, where he opened one of the drawers to his desk, moving aside books and papers that he’d stacked there to grab a pen, a knife, and a jar of ink. There was somewhere that he needed to be, someone that he needed to meet, and the sun was already starting to sink in the sky. But before he walked out he paused, because he could hear his father in the dining room, still sitting at the table with his mother, still talking to her, trying to comfort her.


“He’s already made up his mind,” Alexei heard Iannis say. “There’s nothing that we can do.”


“He’s our son. He’s our only son. You need to say something to stop him.”


“What would you have me say?”


“Forbid him to go.”


“I can’t.”


“You’re his father.”


Iannis was silent for a moment, and Alexei couldn’t see his father, but he knew that he was staring down at his hands, the scarred and worn tools of his craft—


“You know nothing of what it is to be a man,” Iannis said quietly, barely more than a whisper. “We have to let him go.”


“Why, Iannis?”


He stayed staring at his hands—


“Because it’s the only way he’ll come back to us.”


It was still hot as Alexei made his way down to the dock.


It was a walk that he’d made more than a thousand times, but this time was different. He was nervous, which was something new. He could feel his pulse, just behind his ears, anxious about what was to come, and what he knew he was going to have to do, but also excited by the possibility of it, the possibility of the great things that were waiting for him.


He untied the boat from where he’d left it earlier that morning with Costa, and then he sat down to wait. It was past the time when he’d told Philia to meet him, the sun even lower in the sky now, but Alexei knew that she would come. He’d seen the look in her eyes, and he’d known her almost as long as he’d known Costa, so he knew what that look meant. But unlike Alexei and Costa, Philia hadn’t been born in Agria—she’d been born in Athens. Her father was a merchant, one of the wealthiest in the city, and all of Greece even, though he hadn’t always been. He started a shipping company when he was a young man, and he grew it to be the third largest in the country. Her mother had been an aristocrat, the oldest daughter of a family who had been wealthy and powerful for so long that nobody could remember why, and she had died while giving birth to Philia. After her death, Giorgos suffered in Athens for a few more years, alone with his child, and then made the decision to move them up the coast to Agria.


It was close enough to Volos that Giorgos could continue with his business, but it was small enough that he could raise a child in the way that a child should be raised. When Philia would ask her father later in her life why they left Athens, he would say things like, “Why be the third largest shipping company in Athens, when we could be the largest in Volos?” But Philia would see the emotion in his eyes when he spoke of Athens, and she knew that he left because he could no longer stand living in the same city and walking the same streets where he had once been so happy with his wife.


Alexei was playing with Costa in the street when he first saw her in the agora, holding her father’s hand, dressed in a simple white dress with the bottom of it just above her ankles and blowing in the fresh salt breeze coming off the sea. Alexei didn’t know what it meant to love a woman then—that would come later—but he did know that he wanted to talk to her, to be near her, and somehow a part of him also knew that everything that was going to matter in his life had just begun.


The first day they met, he took her everywhere.


He took her through all the stalls in the market, especially the ones that sell sweets, where his father’s friend Thanos gave them free samples of fresh baklava and loukoumades. With the honey still sticky on their fingers, he showed her the secret alley behind the city hall that led to where they could climb down to the harbor. The way down was steep, but Philia never hesitated, not even to ask where they were going. He showed her the harbor where the fishermen were coming in with their catches, and some of the locals were diving and pulling octopus out of the shallow waters and selling them to the restaurant owners, haggling over their prices as Greeks always do. He told her with pride that his father was also a fisherman, like the men down in the harbor, and that sometimes his father would even let him pull the nets in during the summer when he didn’t have school, and as soon as he was old enough he was going to be a fisherman, too. Philia smiled and told Alexei that his summers and his father sounded wonderful, and with her words in his heart, Alexei stood a little taller as he took her up to the cliffs above Agria, where everything they’d just seen was laid out beneath their feet, and that’s when he told her the great stories of his city.


He pointed into the distance to where Volos was visible down the coast and he told her how it had once been called Iolcos, and how this coast had been the home of the great hero Jason, who was once king of all the lands as far as they could see. And that it was from the harbor below them that Jason had set out with his Argonauts to search for the Golden Fleece, and bring glory back to Greece, and take his rightful place as king. Alexei kept talking, telling her how the great Mount Pelion that rose to the north and east behind them had been home to Chiron the Centaur, the tutor of Achilles and Theseus and Jason, too, and how it was there on those rocky slopes that the great heroes had learned all that they knew, all that they carried with them to Troy, and Crete, and Colchis, and beyond. Alexei kept talking, summoning even the most obscure stories that he could think of, because he didn’t want the day to end, he didn’t want to leave Philia, and he was still talking when with a shiver they both realized that the sun had gone down and they were still high up on the cliffs.


As soon as they realized how late it’d gotten, Alexei quickly brought Philia back down from the mountain to her father’s house where police were waiting and told them about the search parties that were out looking for them. Alexei watched the panic disappear when Giorgos laid eyes on his daughter, the only person left in this world that he loved, and Alexei would always remember how beautiful it was when he held her. And then, as they moved apart, and Giorgos sent his daughter into the house, his eyes found Alexei’s, and for the first time in his life Alexei saw how harsh they could be, and also for the first time Alexei truly knew fear.


He smiled at the memories, as he sat on the dock for awhile longer, waiting for Philia, and his mind continued to wander until he saw her making her way down the mountain towards him, carefully picking her path along the dirt road that led to the sea. Alexei stood as she got closer. She was dressed in white again, her hair pulled back behind her ears, the linen contrasted against her tanned skin from the summer. She stopped when she reached the dock, and they stood there, facing each other.


“How are your parents?” she asked. “Do you think they’re scared?”


“They’ll be alright.”


“What do they say?”


“My mother says that she doesn’t want me to fight. My father says nothing at all.”


“My father thinks this will be the end of Greece.”


“We’re no strangers to fighting against the odds, and we’re stronger than Mussolini gives us credit for. We took Troy when nobody said we could. We defeated Persia, the greatest empire the world had ever seen not once but three times. Alexander conquered the whole world.”


“That was a long time ago, Alexei.”


“We’re still the same people.”


She smiled at Alexei, seeing his pride bristle.


“That’s why I love you . . . you know that, right?”


“Why.”


“They say that pride is a sin, but I don’t believe that it is. Not always, at least. And your pride in us gives me pride in us, too. Now what is it that you wanted to show me?”


He took her hand and started guiding her towards the boat. “Let’s make it out before the tide,” he told her, as he helped her step into it, and then waded out from the shore, pushing the boat against the soft waves until they were far enough and he pulled himself over the side and started the engine.


The dull roar cut through the silence of the peaceful evening as Alexei turned the nose of the boat to the north.


They sailed up the coast until Alexei saw the distinctive shape of a peak off the shore that looked like the hooked beak of a bird, and that’s when he turned east, away from the peak, and further out to sea. It was fifteen minutes of nothing—just Alexei and Philia and the sea and the waves—until an unmistakable shape appeared in front of them, a rocky crag of land jutting harshly up in the distance.


“What’s this?” Philia asked, looking out towards the land that was getting closer in front of them, the island.


“It’s what I wanted to show you.”


“What’s its name?”


“It doesn’t have one.”


“Really?”


“This sea is filled with islands . . . some that people know about, and some that they don’t. This one is mine. We can call it whatever you want.”


“Who else has been here?”


“No one. Just me.”


“Not even Costa?”


“No,” Alexei smiled. “Not even Costa.”


He steered the boat clear of the rocks near the surface of the shallow water and into the natural harbor where he tied the boat off and got out, then helped Philia make the step over the railing and onto the land.


She looked around, taking it in.


The island was small, a person would have been able to walk from one side to the other in under ten minutes, with a secluded beach next to where they’d docked in the harbor, and there was a rocky mountain in the middle that rose to about a thousand feet.


“How did you find this place?” Philia asked, taking in the natural beauty around them, the beauty that she was a part of now, too.


“I stumbled on it when I was fishing one day. Come on . . . up this way, we have to go higher.”


Alexei took her hand and led her along a pathway up the mountain, following the route that he always followed, and soon they came to the entrance of a small cave. Alexei ducked inside, pulling Philia in after him, and again she didn’t hesitate, like the first day that he met her, even though the cave was deep and very dark, and as she crossed the threshold she saw that it was large and spacious, too. But the thing that Alexei loved most about his cave was how high the ceiling was, and the sense of immensity that it created, and also the intimacy, as if the people that were inside were shut off from the world in a place that could be theirs, nobody else’s but theirs, and that’s what he wanted to share with her.


“Do you like it?”


“It’s amazing.”


“Turn around.”


They turned back to the entrance, which faced west, the way that they’d come, and far in the distance the sun had nearly completed its descent, setting slowly and full of bright and distinct color painted over the mountains and valleys of the land where they’d been born.


“It’s beautiful,” Philia said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“It’s my favorite place in the whole world.”


They kept watching in silence as the sun cast its soft orange glow over everything that was in front of them, getting closer and closer to disappearing behind the peaks in the distance. Then, with the sun sinking in the sky, almost gone, Philia turned back to Alexei, and he could see the worry that was in her eyes.


“What’s going to happen tomorrow, Alexei?”


“Could you really love a man that’s not willing to defend his home?” he asked. “Because that’s not a man at all.”


“Men search for pain. They search for pain because they don’t know who they are without it.”


“You know that’s not what this is.”


“Then what is it?”


“Philia, look at me,” Alexei said, and he used his thumb to turn her cheek until she was looking directly into his eyes. “I love you, Philia. That’s what this is. And while I don’t know what’s going to happen in the days to come, the one thing I do know is that’s never going to change. That’s the only thing that’s never going to change.”


“I’m scared, Alexei. I don’t want to be, but I don’t know what else there is left.”


“I’ll come back to you. I know that in my heart, more clearly than anything I’ve ever known. I’ll come back to you.”


“How do you know?”


He looked at her, and she looked back at him, and he hadn’t planned this, but he was in love with the woman in front of him, and he knew that he wanted to do everything in his power to make her as close to him as he possibly could, for the rest of both of their lives.


“Marry me,” he said.


“What?”


“Marry me, Philia. I want to make you my wife.”


She put her hands over her mouth as the tears came to her eyes. “Alexei, I love you more than anything in the world, you know that . . . but you can’t ask that of me.”


“I’m not asking.”


“We’re too young.”


“Too young for what?”


“My father . . . you know what he’ll say. How could we be a family without his blessing?”


“Don’t you want to be with me?”


“Of course I do. But you can’t make me choose between you and him. You can’t ask me to do that.”


“I’ll talk to him.”


“You’ve tried that before. We both know that he won’t listen.”


“The world’s changing, Philia. Your father can change, too. I’ll talk to him. I’ll make him understand.”


“Alexei …”


“Come here.”


Alexei sat down on a rock at the front of the cave and made room for her next to him as he took out the pen, knife, and ink that he’d brought from his desk.


“What are you doing?”


“Watch.”


He took the knife in his right hand, then turned over his left, so that his palm faced the sky and his wrist was exposed, waiting for what was about to come.


He dug the knife into the soft flesh just where the wrist meets the hand, and the first drops of blood slid down his arm and into the dirt. He worked slowly, carefully cutting perfect and straight lines, and when he was done he reached for the ink and dipped the pen into it, black liquid gathering on its tip, before using it to trace back over the tender skin uncovered by the knife, using the pen to set the ink into the exposed flesh. He worked carefully, and when he was done he held his wrist out to show her what he’d created. It was four letters, perfectly drawn, embedded and inked with permanence into his flesh—ϕιλια—her name written in Greek.


“Now you’ll always be with me.”


She looked at it for a moment, then took Alexei’s hand in hers and started to trace her fingers over the letters—


“Careful,” he said. “The ink needs to set.”


She raised his wrist to her mouth and gently pressed her lips against it, softly kissing his skin.


“I want you to do it to me now.”


“There’s not enough room,” Alexei smiled. “My name’s too long.”


“Just your initial, then.”


“No.”


“Don’t tell me no.”


He turned and looked at her—


“Are you sure?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“It’ll hurt.”


She looked back at him, and he could see the strength that was in her eyes, the strength that was in her soul, and he had no doubt why he loved her—


“I know,” she said.


After they were done, and the ink had set, and the sun had disappeared behind the mountains, Alexei led her back into the cave to where two blankets waited for them. He lit the candle that he kept next to the blankets, and he took her hand and they gently lay down together.


He looked into her eyes.


“I love you, and I don’t ever want to love anyone else. And when I come home I want you to have my children, and I want us to raise them here, where we were raised, in the fields and hills where we grew, in the city that we made ours, and teach them to love their country the way that we do. That’s what I want, Philia. That’s all that I want.”


She looked back at him.


He traced his fingers along the lines of fresh ink on her wrist, and he could feel her heart beating against his. He kissed her, his dry lips rough against her smooth skin, their bodies begging for each other, but once again they would deny what their bodies asked. They’d never spoken of it, but they hadn’t made love, and it was their silent agreement that their first time would be on their wedding night, the way that it used to be so many years ago.


So they lay there and held each other, Philia’s eyes watching the light as it flickered and danced across the walls of the cave.


“I’m scared.”


“I’m scared, too. But I’m right here.”


He looked at her, the most beautiful girl in the world, and this the most perfect moment that he could possibly imagine—


“I’m right here, and I’ll never leave you.”
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THE NEXT MORNING THEY LEFT THE cave just as the sun was beginning to rise in the distance, early enough for Philia to slip into her bed before her father woke and discovered that she hadn’t come home.


Alexei never went to sleep.


He stayed awake all night, memorizing every line of Philia’s face, every wrinkle in her skin, the way that her hand felt in his hand and the way that her body felt against his body, how perfectly they fit together in every way.


It was what he was going to take with him.


When they finally went down from the mountain, back down the trail towards the boat that would take them home, Philia stopped and looked behind them, up towards their cave.


“You said this place has no name?” she asked, still taking it in, committing it to memory. “Because a place as beautiful as this needs a name.”


“What do you want to call it?”


She thought for a moment, looking back to where they’d just spent such a perfect night together—


“Eudaimonia,” she said.


Alexei smiled at her choice.


The word had many meanings, some going as far back as Socrates and Aristotle and Plato, but in this case the most common was the most fitting, and he was glad to hear her in her own way call the cave “happiness.” He helped her into the boat, the pre-dawn breeze starting to pick up as he pulled the engine alive and they started back and away from the island, both of them silent, not wanting to change a single thing about what was already perfect.


After they returned and pulled next to Alexei’s dock, he helped Philia out and over the railing just as he’d helped her in, and she gave him a small kiss and brushed his cheek with her fingers, lingering as long as she could, before she knew she had to leave. Alexei watched as she walked away from him and towards the road that would take her back towards her house, knowing that he would see her again very soon, and when she was gone Alexei finished tying off the boat before heading towards his own home to speak with his father.


As Alexei walked up the path towards his house, he saw that even though it was very early, Iannis was already awake and sitting on the porch in the back, overlooking the sea, the place where he always took his coffee in the morning. Alexei walked over and sat down next to him, Iannis smoking a cigar with his right hand, holding his worry beads in his left, flipping them through his fingers. Alexei smiled at the familiar clack clack the beads made as Iannis expertly twirled them and they struck together.


“You’re up early, Papa.”


“I haven’t been to bed.”


“No coffee today?”


“No. Not today.”


Iannis and his son were silent for a moment, and Alexei looked down at the worry beads that he was still spinning in his hand, and he knew why his father hadn’t been to sleep—


“I’m going to be alright, you know.”


“Maybe you will. Maybe you won’t. It’s war, Alexei. It’s a very dreadful thing.”


“Are you going to tell me not to go? That you went, and that it broke you, and that you came back, but when you did nothing was the same?”


“No,” Iannis took another puff of his cigar, slowly exhaling, still working his beads with his other hand. “A young man should fight for his home, and for his country. I wouldn’t take that from my son. And besides, I don’t think I could, even if I wanted to. Young men like to fight too much, blinded by that thing they call passion, until they’re old enough to understand what it really is.”
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