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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION
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Why should a new English translation of Kazantzakis’s Zorba the Greek be published? The answer is both clear and simple. The earlier translation was made by someone who did not know Greek and who worked from a previous translation into French. The result was remarkably good, considering this problem; it won the approval of scores of readers in all the anglophone nations. However, when one places the earlier translation next to the original Greek text, one is quite amazed by the differences: omissions sometimes of many sentences, obvious errors, even commissions, i.e., supposedly translated material not in the Greek text at all. Consider the specific problem I treat at some length in my paragraph below describing all the help I received—namely, the existence of Greek words not included in any Greek dictionary, neither Greek–Greek nor Greek–English ones. In the earlier translation (and presumably in its French original, which I have not checked), these words are frequently omitted, although occasionally guessed at (owing to context), often incorrectly. Thanks to the good luck and splendid assistance described below, I believe that this new translation renders every single word in the Greek text, omitting none, and renders them correctly.

What else is new in this translation? The speech of Madame Hortense (whose name is of course pronounced “Ortense”) is certainly now very different. In the original text, Kazantzakis makes her speak Greek with a French accent. For example, she cannot pronounce denqe/lw, and thus says “den telo” instead of “dhen thelo.” I have made her speak English with a thick French accent. Also different is the handling of Greek names. Masculine nouns in the nominative often end in sigma, feminine nouns do not; thus I write “Uncle Anagnostakis,” whose wife, however, is “Anagnostaki.” “Zórba” (no sigma, accented on the first syllable) should really be “Zorbás” in the nominative, but I’ve kept him as Zorba out of deference to the famous Zorba the Greek and also, of course, because he is Zorba (although accented on the final syllable) in the vocative and accusative. Even the old title is wrong, an imposition by the publisher. The author’s title, as Kazantzakis clearly says in his prologue, is The Saint’s Life of Alexis Zorba. This has now been added as a subtitle. Probably I should reveal that there is some strong, brutal language in the Greek, although never in the previous translation. So please excuse an occasional “fuck” or the like. Lastly, I have eliminated footnotes, which do occur in the previous translation. Whenever I encountered an untranslatable Greek term or a historical reference probably unknown to anglophone readers, I typed it into Google on the Internet. If Google explained it, I was satisfied that a reader could be helped in this same way. I confess that I changed Kazantzakis’s text once (and only once, I trust). The problem was Bertodoulos, which Zorba confesses is the only book he ever read. I substituted Hodja, which is very much on the Internet and would be just the sort of thing that a peasant like Zorba would appreciate (although he claims that he did not learn anything from Bertodoulos). Other terms that the reader can look up if he or she desires are raki, briki, hajji, klepht, Notus, palikari, Psiloritis, mantinades, Bouboulina, komitadjis, Friendly Society, Charon, Panaghia, Agha, koumbaros/koumbara, Kotopouli, koinonia, and Karaghiozis. Amán, which does not appear to be included in English on the Internet, means something like “for mercy’s sake” or “woe is me,” and is used “to denote, among others, sorrow, pain, misfortune.”

Obviously, a work of this complexity cannot be done without help. I doubt that it could have been done at all without the remarkable assistance given me by Nikos Mathioudakis. A native of Crete with a Ph.D. in Greek linguistics, he deciphered dozens of Kazantzakis’s Cretan words (or simply idiosyncratic spellings) plus other terminology that puzzled me. Most important was Mathioudakis’s recent doctoral dissertation, which discovered and listed over five thousand words—yes, over five thousand!—in Kazantzakis’s epic Odyssey that cannot be found in any Greek dictionary. Thus, when I encountered a term in the Greek text of The Saint’s Life of Zorba that dictionaries fail to include, I consulted the list of five thousand–plus in Mathioudakis’s dissertation and often found it there, together with its exact place in Kazantzakis’s epic. I then went to the same line in Kimon Friar’s translation of the epic. Friar, like me, had no idea what such words meant. However, he enjoyed the advantage of consulting Kazantzakis himself by visiting with him for many months and also by sending the author numerous letters with lists of unknown words, which Kazantzakis then explained to him. Most of the time, Friar’s rendering of the puzzling word is clearly correct, judging from how well his translation also fits the relevant context in the novel. In addition, Mathioudakis sent me scientific manuals of fish, wildlife, and vegetation. Most of the Greek terms are not in Greek–English dictionaries. But since the Greek entries in such manuals always include the scientific designation in Latin, I could easily go from the Latin to English.

Help in vocabulary also came from others. Sometimes my wife, Chrysanthi, born in Greek Macedonia, when shown a term occurring in no dictionary, would say something like, “Easy! That’s a game I played when I was three years old!” A few terms were deciphered by Barbara Tsaka and Niki Stavrou. My former Dartmouth student Selen Ünsal, a native of Istanbul now living in New York, translated Zorba’s Turkish. Georgios Kechagioglou and Dimitris Tziovas helped me with Bertodoulos. Someone alerted me to http://wildlifemuseum.web.auth.gr. Richard Williamson gave me “snot-nose,” perfect for a certain passage. Joan Snell, daughter of a French mother, and Muriel King, born to French parents in Saigon, helped with Madame Hortense’s horrendous mispronunciations. Christos Alexiou, Eri Stavropoulou, and Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke deciphered a few illegible words in Kazantzakis’s manuscript. A placard in the splendid exhibition, Heaven & Earth: Art of Byzantium from Greek Collections, at the National Gallery in Washington, which I visited in November 2013, alerted me to the fact that “Virgin Mary,” “Blessed Virgin,” and “Virgin” are Catholic and Protestant designations, whereas the Greek Orthodox Church prefers “God-bearer” (qeoto/koj), “All-Holy” (Panagi/a), or “Mother of God” (Mh/thr qeou/). Finally, I wish to thank Maria Hnaraki for the definition, on page 279 of her book Sing in Me Muse, of “aman,” quoted above, Irene Lydaki of Crete University Press for sending me Xanthinakis’s dictionary of Cretan dialect, the Murray Cheese Company in New York for the expression “wheels of cheese,” and Peter Mackridge for good advice on how to handle Greek names. To him I must apologize for retaining Zórba instead of the correct Zorbás.

Leslie English, an Adirondack friend who edits numerous journals and is in love with the Greek language, was gracious and expert in copyediting the entire manuscript as an exercise in fun and a chance to read some of Kazantzakis’s exuberant Greek. My son Leander, who has an excellent eye for typographical mistakes as well as solecisms, found occurrences of both. Final thanks must go to Niki Stavrou, now in charge of Kazantzakis Publications in Athens, and to Jeff Wilson and Suzanne Donahue of Simon & Schuster for their willingness to sponsor this new translation.

Peter Bien

Hanover, NH, and Riparius, NY


PROLOGUE
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I often wished to write “The Saint’s Life of Alexis Zorba,” a laborer of advanced age whom I exceedingly loved.

The great benefactors in my life have been journeys and dreams. Very few people, dead or alive, have helped me in my struggles; yet if I wished to single out those individuals who did engrave their traces most deeply upon my soul, I would presumably designate these four: Homer, Bergson, Nietzsche, and Zorba.

The first was a serene, all-bright eye for me like the sun’s disk, illuminating everything with redemptive brightness. Bergson released me from insoluble philosophical anguishes that had tormented my early youth. Nietzsche enriched me with new anguishes and showed me how to transform misfortune, sorrow, and uncertainty into pride. Zorba taught me to love life and not to fear death.

If today I were to choose a spiritual guide from the whole wide world—a “guru,” as they say in India, a “venerable father” as the monks say at Mount Athos—the one I would choose without fail would be Zorba. He possessed precisely what a pen pusher needs for deliverance: the primitive glance that snatches nourishment lovingly from on high; the creative artlessness, renewed at each daybreak, that views everything unceasingly as though for the first time, bequeathing virginity to the everlastingly quotidian elements of wind, sea, fire, women, and bread; the sureness of hand, the freshness of heart, the gallant stalwart’s ability to poke fun at his own soul for seeming to harbor a power higher than the soul; finally, that wild, throaty laugh welling up from a source deeper than a man’s inner depths, a laugh that erupted redemptively at crucial moments from Zorba’s elderly chest, exploding with sufficient power to demolish (and did demolish) all the barricades—morality, religion, nationalism—erected around themselves by wretched, lily-livered humans to let them hobble securely through their diminished mini-lives.

I can hardly endure my rage and sorrow when I consider what nourishment my famished soul was fed by books and teachers for so many years, and then compare this to the leonine brainpower that Zorba fed me for just a few months. My life was fated to be ruined because I encountered this “venerable father” too late, when the portion of my inner self still capable of being saved was minimal. The great alteration—the definitive change of front, the “conflagration” and “renewal”—did not take place. The time was already too late. Thus Zorba, instead of becoming an exalted, authoritative model for my life, was sadly debased into a literary subject causing me to fill numerous sheets of paper with splotches!

The doleful privilege of turning life into art leads many flesh-eating souls to disaster because ardent passion departs the breast when it finds an outlet of this sort. In such a case the soul experiences relief. It no longer fumes with rage, no longer needs to fight breast to breast, to intervene directly in life or action. Instead, it is pleased to admire its ardent passion as it ascends like smoke rings in the breeze and fades away. The soul not only takes pleasure in this relief; it also grows proud, for it believes that it is accomplishing something grand by supposedly eternalizing the irreplaceable temporary moment, which alone possesses flesh and blood in limitless time. This is how Zorba, so full of flesh and bone, degenerated in my hands into paper and ink. Years ago, the Zorba story, without my wishing it to do so, and, indeed, wishing the opposite, began to crystallize within me. The mystic rites began deep inside me, a musical turbulence at first, a feverish delight and malaise, as though my organism, a foreign body having entered the bloodstream, were struggling to control and annihilate this story through assimilation. Words then began to speed around the nucleus, to encircle and nourish it like an embryo. Blurry memories became clear, sunken joys and sorrows rose to the surface, life was transposed into finer air—and Zorba became a tall tale.

I still lacked a clear notion of what form to give this tall Zorbatic tale: novel, poem, complex make-believe narrative from the Thousand and One Nights, or something matter-of-fact, dry, reproducing the conversations we had on the Cretan shoreline where we lived and were supposedly digging to find lignite. Both of us well knew that this practical purpose was just a smokescreen for the eyes of outside observers. Neither of us could wait for the sun to set, the workmen to leave, the two of us to stretch out on the sand, eat our delicious village food, drink our dry Cretan wine, and begin to talk.

Most of the time I said nothing. What could an intellectual say to an ogre? I would listen to him speak about his village near Mount Olympus, about snow, wolves, terrorists during the Balkan Wars, Hagia Sophia, lignite, magnesite, women, God, patriotism, death. Then, suddenly, when he was choking and no longer able to find room for words, he would leap up onto the beach’s rough shingle and start to dance.

An old man, erect and bony, his head thrown back, his fully round eyes as tiny as a bird’s, he would dance and shriek, stamping his callused soles on the shoreline, his face spattered with seawater.

If I had listened to his voice—not his voice, his outcry—my life would have become worthwhile. I would have experienced with blood, flesh, and bone what I now ponder like a hashish smoker and effectuate with paper and ink.

But I did not dare. I would see Zorba dancing at midnight with horse-like whinnies, bellowing at me to slip out of my comfortable shell of prudent habit and to flee with him on great journeys. But I remained motionless, shuddering.

Many times in my life I have been ashamed because I caught my soul not daring to do what supreme folly—life’s essence—was calling me to do. But never did I feel so ashamed of my soul as I did when in the presence of Zorba.

* * *

One morning we parted at daybreak. I headed abroad once again, suffering from the incurable Faustian disease of learning. He went north and settled near Skopia, in Serbia, where he apparently unearthed a rich vein of magnesite in a mountainside. He hooked a few investors, purchased tools, recruited workmen, and began once again to open up galleries in the earth. He dynamited boulders, constructed roads, brought water, built a house, and married—the lusty old codger!—married Lyuba, a frisky, good-looking widow, fathering a child with her.

One day when I was in Berlin I received a telegram: “FOUND MOST BEAUTIFUL GREEN STONE. COME IMMEDIATELY. ZORBA.”

Germany was then suffering from intense famine. The Papiermark had fallen so low that you carried sackfuls with millions in them to make a small purchase, and when you went to a restaurant to eat you opened your napkin, which was overfilled with paper currency, and emptied it onto the table in order to pay. The day came when ten billion Papiermarks were required for a postage stamp.

Hunger, cold, frayed jackets, tattered shoe soles, red German cheeks turned yellow. An autumn wind blew, and people fell in the streets like leaves. Infants were given a bit of rubber to gnaw as a ruse so they wouldn’t cry. Police patrolled the bridges over the river to prevent mothers from jumping in at night to save themselves by drowning.

It was winter, snowing. A German professor of Chinese in the room next to mine, in order to keep warm, clasped his long brush and attempted to copy some ancient Chinese poem or a Confucian maxim using the incommodious method of the Far East, by which the tip of the brush, the scholar’s delicately elevated elbow, and his heart were required to form a triangle. “After a few moments,” he used to tell me with pleasure, “sweat runs from my armpits and thus I feel warm.”

It was during those bitter-cold days that I received Zorba’s telegram. At first I was annoyed. Millions of people were humiliated and forced to their knees because they lacked a slice of bread to support their spirits and bones, and here comes a telegram telling me to travel a thousand miles to go see a beautiful green stone! “Curses on beauty!” I said to myself. “It is heartless, unable to sympathize with human suffering.” But suddenly I was frightened. My annoyance had already dissipated. I felt with horror that Zorba’s inhumane outcry was answering another inhumane outcry within myself. A savage vulture in me spread its wings, ready for departure.

But I did not depart. Once again, I did not dare. I did not board a train, did not obey the divinely ferocious internal outcry, did not perform a gallant, irrational deed. Following the sensible, frigid, human voice of reason, I took up my pen, wrote to Zorba, and explained.

He answered me: “Forgive me for saying this, Boss, but you are a pen pusher. You poor creep, you had the chance of a lifetime to see a beautiful green stone, and you didn’t see it. By God, sometimes when I have no work to do, I sit down and ask myself, ‘Is there a hell or isn’t there?’ But yesterday, when I received your letter, I said to myself, ‘There sure is a hell for certain pen pushers!’ ”

* * *

Memories have begun to flow. They are jostling each other, hurrying. The time has come to put things in order, to start “The Saint’s Life of Alexis Zorba” from the beginning. Even the most insignificant events related to him gleam clearly, preciously, in my mind at this moment, darting swiftly like multicolored fish in summer’s diaphanous seawater. Nothing of his has been lost to me; everything Zorba touched seems to have become immortal. Yet these days I am suddenly worried. It has been two years since I received a letter from him. He is more than seventy years old; he may be in danger. Yes, he most certainly must be in danger; otherwise I cannot explain why I am governed by an abrupt need to reassemble whatever was his: to remember what he said to me and what he did, immobilizing everything on paper to prevent its disappearance—as though I wished to exorcise death, his death. I fear that what I am writing is not a book; it is a memorial.

Looking at it now, I realize that it contains all the characteristics of a memorial. The tray with its boiled wheat, the kollyva, is embellished with a thick sprinkling of sugar and the name “ALEXIS ZORBA” written on top with cinnamon and almonds. I look at this name and all at once the indigo-blue sea of Crete rises up, flooding my mind. Words, laughter, dancing, carousing, concerns, muted conversations at twilight, full, round eyes focused upon me forever with tender disdain as though welcoming me at every moment and also bidding me farewell at every moment.

Just as, when we view a decorated memorial tray, disparate memories hang like bunched-up bats in the cave of our heart, so Zorba’s ghost, without my desiring this, was complicated from the very start by another much-loved shade, Stassinakis, and behind it unexpectedly by still another, that of a fallen woman, Madame Hortense, kissed a thousand times, her hair dyed a thousand times, whom Zorba and I had met on a sandy Cretan beach by the Libyan Sea.

The human heart must surely be a grave that is closed and filled with blood. If it opens, all the inconsolable specters that continually multiply around us, darkening the air, run to it in order to drink, quench their thirst, and return to life. They run to drink our heart blood, knowing that no other resurrection exists.

In front of all the rest of them today runs Zorba with gigantic strides, pushing aside the other specters because he knows that the memorial taking place on this day is his own.

Let us therefore grant him our blood so that he may be revived.

Let us do our best to allow this amazing guzzler, swiller, workhorse, womanizer, and scalawag to remain alive just a little longer—the broadest soul, surest body,

freest outcry that I ever knew.


I

I first met him in Piraeus. I had come down to the harbor to take the boat to Crete. It was almost daybreak—rain, strong southeast wind, sea spray reaching the small café, its glass doors shut, the air inside smelling of sage and human sweat. Cold outside; windows frosted over from exhalations. Five or six seamen, up all night in their brown goat-hair undershirts, were drinking coffee and sage tea as they gazed out at the sea through the misty windows.

The fish, dizzied by the rough sea’s punches, had taken refuge in the peaceful waters below and were awaiting the return of calm in the world above. Fishermen cramming the cafés were likewise awaiting the end of the godlike commotion so the fish, no longer afraid, might rise again to the water’s surface and begin to bite. Flounder, rock perch, and ray were returning from their nighttime raids in order to sleep. The sun was rising.

The double glass door opened. A short, leather-faced dockhand entered, hatless, shoeless, covered with mud.

“Hey, Kostandis,” called an old-timer, a sea dog in a blue pea jacket. “How goes it?”

Kostandis spat, exasperated.

“How goes it?” he replied. “Morning: café. Evening: home. Morning: café. Evening: home. That’s my life. Work: yuck!”

Some laughed; others shook their heads and swore.

“Our existence equals life imprisonment,” said a mustachioed sailor whose philosophical training derived from the Karaghiozis puppet theater. “Life imprisonment, goddamn it to hell!”

A sweet blue-green light suffused the filthy windowpanes. Entering the café, it draped itself over hands, noses, brows, jumped to the fireplace, ignited bottles. The electric lights lost their strength. The proprietor, languid after a sleepless night, reached out and switched them off.

A moment’s silence; every eye raised to observe the muddy daylight outside; audible growls from breaking waves; gurgles from several hookahs in the café.

Sighing, the aged sea dog shouted, “Bah, what’s happened to Captain Lemonis? May God lend a hand!” Viewing the sea fiercely, he bit his gray mustache and growled, “I spit on you! You separate wives from husbands!”

I was sitting in a corner, feeling cold. Fighting both the desire to fall asleep and an early morning sadness, I ordered another sage. I was looking out through the misty windows at the oxcarts and boatmen of the awakening harbor with its ships’ sirens howling away. As I continued to stare, my heart became entwined with a trawling net filled to completion with sea, rain, and emigration.

I had my eyes pinned on the black prow of a large steamship opposite, still submerged in night from the gunwales downward. It was raining. I could see rain threads joining sky and mud. As I watched this black ship, the shadows and the rain, my sorrow acquired a face little by little, memories arose: my beloved friend grew as solid as a composite of rain and yearning in the humid air. I had come down to this same harbor to bid him farewell. When? Last year, in another life, yesterday? Then, too, I remember, there was rain, cold, daybreak, and stormy weather swelling my heart.

To prolong one’s parting from a beloved friend is poison. To leave with a knife stroke is better, for it allows one to return to humanity’s natural climate: solitude. Yet on that rainy dawn I was unable to unglue myself from my friend (I learned why later, alas too late). I had boarded the ship with him. Sitting in his cabin among scattered valises while his attention was directed elsewhere, I observed him deliberately, persistently, as though wishing to tick off one by one his distinctive features: the bright blue-green eyes, the chubby, youthful face, the proud, refined expression, and, above all, the long-fingered, aristocratic hands. At one point he noticed my glance passing greedily, absorbingly, over him. Turning and displaying the bantering expression he acquired whenever he wished to hide his emotion, he looked at me out of the corner of his eye. He had understood. In order to divert the sadness of separation, he asked me, smiling ironically, “How much longer?”

“What do you mean, ‘How much longer?’ ”

“How much longer are you going to continue gnawing paper, smearing yourself with ink? Come with me. Thousands of our fellow Greeks are in danger out there in the Caucasus. Come with me so we can save them together.”

He laughed, as though wishing to ridicule his lofty aim.

“Of course we may not save them,” he added. “But we will save ourselves by attempting to save them. Isn’t that right? Didn’t you once preach that yourself, dear teacher? ‘The only way to save yourself is to fight to save others.’ Forward, therefore, O teacher who used to teach. Come!”

I did not answer. The holy, God-begetting East with its high mountains, Prometheus pinned to his rock, his outcry—our nationality—pinned now to those rocks, in danger, calling, a son calling once again to be saved; and I, disengaged, heard our nation’s suffering as though it were a dream and life were an enthralling dramatic tragedy during which it would be boorish and naive to rush onto the stage from my highest, cheapest balcony seat in order to intervene in the action!

My friend arose without waiting for an answer. The steamship was sounding its gong for the third time. He held out his hand:

“So long, paper gnawer!” he said tauntingly to hide his emotion.

He well knew how shameful it was to lose control of one’s heart. Weeping, tender words, messy gestures, working-class intimacies, these struck him as ugly, unworthy manifestations of true manhood. We who so greatly loved each other had never once exchanged a tender word. We played together and scratched each other like animals—he refined, ironic, civilized, I barbaric; he constrained, easily exhausting every expression of his soul thanks to a smile, I abrupt, bursting ineptly into uncouth laughter.

In my turn, I tried to camouflage my turmoil by expressing myself sternly. But I was ashamed to do this—no, not ashamed, unable. I squeezed his hand, holding it and not letting go. He looked at me, puzzled.

“Emotion?” he inquired, attempting to smile.

“Yes,” I calmly replied.

“Why? Didn’t we agree? Haven’t we agreed for years now? The Japanese you love, how do they say it? Fudōoshin. Equanimity; imperturbability; one’s features an unmoving, smiling mask. Whatever happens behind the mask is one’s own business.”

“Yes, we did agree,” I replied, attempting to avoid expatiating via some further remark, not being certain that I would be able to control my voice and prevent it from quivering.

The ship’s gong sounded, expelling visitors from the cabins. Rain was slowly falling. The air around us filled with fervent words of separation, vows, long-drawn-out kisses, instructions swiftly spoken by panting voices. Mothers clutched sons, wives husbands, friends friends as though separating forever, as though this minor parting reminded them of the major one. The exceptionally sweet sound of the gong suddenly echoed from prow to stern in the humid air like a church bell proclaiming a funeral.

My friend leaned over to me and said softly, “Listen. Do you have some foreboding?”

“Yes, I do,” I answered, replying positively once again.

“Do you believe in such fairy tales?”

“No,” I responded with certainty.

“Well, then?”

There was no “Well, then” since I did not believe. However, I feared.

My friend rested his left hand lightly upon my knee. Whenever we conversed together he was accustomed to do this at the most warmhearted moment when I was prodding him to make a certain decision and he was resisting but finally accepted, at which point he would touch my knee as though to say, “I’ll do what you want—from friendship.”

His eyelids fluttered two or three times. Then he gazed at me again. Realizing that I was extremely sad, he hesitated to employ our two best-loved weapons, laughter and mockery.

“Fine,” he said. “Give me your hand. If either of us finds himself in danger of dying—”

He stopped, as if ashamed. For years we had made a mockery of parapsychological flights, tossing vegetarians, spiritualists, theosophists, and ectoplasmatists into the same ditch.

“What then?” I asked in an effort to discover his meaning.

“Let’s consider it a game,” he said swiftly, in order to mollify the danger. “If either of us finds himself in danger of dying, let him think of the other with such intensity that he notifies him no matter where he happens to be. Do you agree?”

He tried to laugh but his lips seemed frozen and did not move.

“Yes, I agree,” I said.

My friend, fearing that his distress had been too evident, quickly added:

“I certainly do not believe in such flights of psychic communication.”

“That doesn’t matter,” I murmured. “Let’s—”

“Fine. Let’s play the game. Agreed?”

“Yes, agreed,” I repeated.

Those were our final words. With fingers eagerly joining, we clasped our hands in silence, then abruptly unclasped them. I left quickly without looking back, as though being pursued. I started to turn my head in order to see my friend one last time, but restrained myself. “Do not look back!” I told myself. “It is finished!”

The clay of the human soul is entirely unworked, unsculptured, its feelings still crude and boorish, unable to divine anything with clarity or certainty. If it had been able to divine, how utterly different this separation would have been.

* * *

Daylight was increasing. Since the two mornings were joining together, I was able to identify my friend’s beloved face more clearly now in the harbor’s ambience as he stood unmoving and sorrowful in the rain.

The café’s double glass doors opened, the sea roared, and in came a sailor with drooping mustache, his short legs spread wide. Happy voices rang out:

“Welcome to Captain Lemonis!”

Wedging myself into my corner, I attempted to concentrate my thoughts once more, but my friend’s face had already melted into the rain and disappeared.

Captain Lemonis had taken out his worry beads and was twirling them. He was peaceful, serious, taciturn. I kept struggling to see and hear nothing, as I tried to retain the vision that was disappearing, to relive the anger that had overcome me then—not the anger, the shame—when my friend called me a “paper gnawer.” He was right. How was it that I, who loved life so much, had been involved with paper and ink for so many years? My friend, on that day of separation, had helped me see clearly, and I was glad. Knowing the name of my ill fortune at long last, perhaps I could conquer it more easily, for that ill fortune finally seemed no longer diffuse, bodiless, impalpable. It had acquired a body, making it easy for me now to wrestle with it.

My friend’s cruel words had spread insidiously inside me. To have a wretched animal, a “gnawer,” on my coat of arms was something I detested, something I viewed with shame. Since he had spoken, I had been seeking to find some pretext for abandoning my papers and throwing myself into a life of action. I found the opportunity a month ago. Having rented an abandoned lignite mine in Crete on the shore of the Libyan Sea, I was going down to Crete now to live with simple people—workmen, peasants—far away from the gang of paper gnawers.

Preparing to leave, I had been extremely moved, as though this journey of mine harbored some extraordinary secret meaning. I had made an internal decision to follow a new road. “Until now, O my soul,” I told myself, “you have been fulfilled by viewing a shadow; now I am bringing you to raw meat.”

I was ready. Rummaging among my papers on the eve of departure, I discovered a half-completed manuscript that I picked up and leafed through hesitantly. For the past two years a seed of conflict, a great yearning, had resided deep within me. Buddha! I felt him inside my body continually eating, assimilating, becoming part of me. He was growing bigger, stomping, beginning to kick against my breast in order to emerge. I did not have the heart now to discard him. It was already too late for such an intellectual miscarriage.

As I held the manuscript in this way, undecided, my friend’s tenderly ironic smile suddenly signaled me ghostlike in the air. “I’ll take it!” I said, digging in my heels. “It does not frighten me. I’ll take it. Stop smiling!” I wrapped the pages carefully, as though enfolding a newborn child in its swaddling clothes, and took them along.

Captain Lemonis’s deep, hoarse voice could be heard. I pricked up my ears. He was talking about the goblins that had taken hold of the masts of his ship during the storm and were licking them.

“They’re soft and slimy; you catch them and your hands light up with fire. I rubbed my mustache then, and I glowed like the Devil the whole night long. Well, as you might imagine, the sea got into my ship, soaking my cargo of coal, which gained so much weight that the ship began to fall down on its knees. But God lent a hand and tossed his thunderbolt, breaking the cargo hatch, so out goes the coal, filling the sea. The ship loses weight; it’s on the mend; I’m saved. . . . Enough!”

I took out my fellow traveler, a pocket edition of Dante’s Divine Comedy. Lighting my pipe and leaning against the wall, I made myself comfortable. For a moment I weighed my choice. From which part should I extract the immortal verses—from the scorching tar of the Inferno, the pleasantly cool flame of Purgatory, or should I pounce straightaway onto the uppermost floor of human hope? The choice was mine. Holding my microscopic edition of Dante, I rejoiced in my freedom. The verses I chose now, in early morning, would control my entire day.

I leaned down to read the densest of all the visions in order to come to a decision. But I was too late. Suddenly ill at ease, I looked up. I don’t know how, but I felt that two holes were being opened in the top of my head. Turning abruptly, I looked behind me toward the double glass doors. A hope that I was going to see my friend again passed through my mind like a lightning flash. I was prepared to accept this miracle, but was mistaken. An elderly man—about sixty-five, very tall and lanky, with protruding eyes—had pasted his mug to the glass and was gazing at me. Under his arm he was carrying a small bundle shaped like a meat pie.

What made the greatest impression on me were his eyes—taunting, sorrowful, uneasy, full of fire, or at least that’s how they seemed to me.

The instant our glances connected, he seemed to become certain that I was the person he was seeking. Extending his arm resolutely, he opened the door. With a rapid, springy stride he passed between the tables, reached me, and stood over me.

“Traveling?” he asked. “Where to, if you don’t mind?”

“Crete. Why do you ask?”

“Are you taking me with you?”

I eyed him carefully. Sunken cheeks, jutting jaw, protruding cheekbones, curly gray hair, sparkling eyes.

“Why? What would I do with you?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Why! Why!” he said disdainfully. “Good God, can’t anyone do something without asking why? Just like that! Because you feel like it! So take me as a cook, let’s say. I make amazing soup.”

I laughed. I liked his blunt manner and what he said. I also liked soup. “There won’t be any harm,” I thought, “if I take this elderly gawk with me to that faraway deserted beach.” Soup, laughter, conversation. He seemed a widely traveled, widely experienced Sinbad the Sailor. I was getting a kick out of him.

“What are you thinking about?” he said to me, shaking his large head. “Your Excellency holds a scale, eh? You weigh by the gram, eh? Come on, decide! To hell with scales!”

He was standing over me, this scrawny, lanky hulk, and I was growing tired of lifting my head to speak to him. I closed my Dante.

“Sit down,” I said to him. “Would you like some sage?”

He sat down, carefully placing his bundle on the next chair.

“Sage?” he uttered with contempt. “Over here, waiter! Rum!”

He drank his rum sip by sip, retaining it a long time in his mouth to enjoy it, then allowing it to go down slowly to warm his insides. “A voluptuary,” I thought, “an aficionado.”

“What sort of work do you do?” I inquired.

“All sorts, with feet, hands, head—everything. Enough, eh, if someone wants to choose.”

“Where have you been working recently?”

“In a mine. I’m a good miner, I want you to know. I understand various metals, discover veins, open galleries, go down wells without being afraid. I did fine work in that job, was foreman. No complaints. But then the Devil sticks his nose in. Last Saturday evening I was having a really good time, and, lickety-split, I go find the owner, who’d come to inspect us that day, and I mash his head in.”

“But why? What did he do to you?”

“To me? Nothing. Nothing at all, I’m telling you. I’d never even seen the man before. The poor guy even treated us to cigarettes.”

“So?”

“Ugh! You sit there and ask! A sudden whim, my friend! You don’t expect to learn spelling from the backside of the miller’s wife, do you? That’s what human reason is: the backside of the miller’s wife.”

I had read many definitions of human reason. This one struck me as the most astonishing of all. I liked it. I gazed at my new companion. His face was chiseled, worm-eaten, full of wrinkles, as though eaten away by rainfall and the dry northeast wind. A few years later, another face was to give me the same impression: the overworked, pathetically wooden features of Panaït Istrati.

“What do you have in the bundle? Food? Clothing? Tools?”

My companion shrugged his shoulders and laughed.

“You strike me as very sensible, begging your pardon,” he said.

He caressed the bundle with his long, callused fingers.

“No,” he added. “It’s a santouri.”

“A santouri! Do you play the santouri?”

“When poverty squeezes me, I go round the cafés and play the santouri. On top of that, I sing some old klephtic tunes, Macedonian ones. Then I pass the plate—this cap—and collect small change.”

“What’s your name?”

“Alexis Zorba. People also call me Grapevine to kid me for being such an ultra-long hat-stand with my head flattened like pita bread. But let them; I don’t care! I’m also called Roarergazorer because I used to hawk roasted pumpkin seeds while roaring loudly from the street. And I’m also called Mildew Fungus because wherever I go I apparently reduce everything to dust and black smut. I have other nicknames, too—but another time.”

“How did you learn to play the santouri?”

“I was twenty years old. I heard the santouri for the first time at one of the festivals in my village, far away from here at the foot of Mount Olympus. It took my breath away. I refused to eat anything for three days. ‘Hey, what’s the matter?’ says my late father, God forgive his soul. ‘I want to learn santouri.’ ‘Bah, aren’t you ashamed? What are you, some gypsy slob, to play an instrument?’ ‘I want to learn santouri!’ I had a little money saved up for my marriage when the time came. A kid’s affair, you understand. Crazy. My blood was boiling. I wanted to get married, screwball that I was. Well, I gave what I had and didn’t have, and bought a santouri. Look, the one you see here. I went off with it to Thessaloniki, found a Turkish maestro, Retsep-effendi, a santouri teacher. I fell at his feet. ‘Hey, young Greek, what do you want?’ he asks me. ‘I want to learn santouri.’ ‘Eh? Well, I wonder why you fall at my feet.’ ‘Because I don’t have any money to pay you.’ ‘You’re really dedicated to the santouri?’ ‘I am.’ ‘Well then, stay. I don’t want any money.’ I remained with him for a year and learned. God bless his bones; he must have died by now. If God puts dogs into Paradise, I hope he puts Retsep-effendi in. I’ve become a different person since the time I learned santouri. I play santouri and find relief whenever I am worried or am strained by lack of money. When I’m playing, people speak to me and I don’t hear them. If I do hear them I’m unable to speak. I want to speak—want to, but just cannot.”

“Why not, Zorba?”

“Eh, lovesickness!”

The double doors opened. The sound of the sea entered the café again; hands and feet were shivering. I made myself comfortable by moving more deeply into my corner and wrapping myself in my overcoat. I felt unexpectedly blissful. “Why go anywhere?” I thought. “I’m fine right here. May this moment last for years!”

I looked at the peculiar visitor in front of me. His eyes were pinned on me; they were small, round, jet-black, and had tiny red veins in the whites. I felt that he was penetrating me, searching greedily.

“Well,” I said, “what happened after that?”

Zorba shrugged his bony shoulders once more.

“Never mind,” he said. “Can you give me a cigarette?”

I gave him one. Removing a flint and wick from his vest pocket, he lit up, his eyes half-closed with satisfaction.

“Are you married?”

“I’m human, am I not? To be human means to be blind. I fell face-first into the same pothole that those before me fell into. I got married, went to the dogs, down the steep slope. I became middle class, built a home, produced children. Nothing but trouble! But thank God for the santouri.”

“You played at home to drown your sorrows?”

“Bah, it’s pretty obvious that you don’t play an instrument! What’s this drivel you’re spouting? At home there are family worries: wife, kids, what are we going to eat, how will we dress, what will become of us. Pure hell! And the santouri needs a clean heart. If my wife says one word too many to me, what sort of heart do you want me to have for playing santouri? If the kids go hungry and whine, just you try playing! The santouri makes you think of nothing but santouri. Get it?”

What I did “get” was that this Zorba was precisely the person I had been seeking for such a long time and not finding: a vivacious heart, warm voice, a great unrefined, unsophisticated soul with its umbilical cord not yet severed from earth. Using the simplest human speech, this workman made clear for me the meaning of art, love, beauty, purity, passion.

I gazed at his hands—deformed, jittery, filled with calluses and cracks—hands expert at working both pickax and santouri. They opened the bundle carefully, tenderly, as though undressing a woman, and brought out an old, glossy santouri with an abundance of strings, bronze and ivory ornaments, and a red silk tassel at the edge. The hefty fingers caressed it all over, slowly, fervently, as though caressing a woman. Then they wrapped it up again, the way we robe a beloved body to keep it from feeling cold.

“That’s it,” he murmured affectionately, carefully placing it again on the chair.

The boatmen were clinking glasses now and bursting into laughter. One of them slapped Captain Lemonis fondly on the back.

“Eh, Captain Lemonis, you were scared stiff, weren’t you? Tell the truth! God knows how many candles you promised Agios Nikolas.”

The captain crinkled his prickly eyebrows.

“Bah, I swear to you by the sea, friends, when I saw death in front of me, I thought neither of the Panaghia nor of Agios Nikolas. My soul turned toward my village, Koulouri in Salamis. Remembering my wife, I shouted, ‘Hey there, Katerina, if only I were in bed with you!’ ”

The boatmen burst out laughing again. Lemonis laughed as well.

“Eh, what beasts we are, we human beings!” he said. “The archangel stands over us with his sword, but our minds hit home—bull’s-eye!—right there! To hell with us, shameless, brazen lot we are.”

He clapped his hands.

“Waiter,” he called, “a drink for everyone—my treat!”

Zorba had pricked up his huge ears and was listening intently. Turning, he eyed the boatmen, then me.

“Where is ‘there’?” he asked. “What’s he talking about?”

But suddenly, giving a start, he caught on.

“Hey you, bravo!” he cried in admiration. “Because those sailors wrestle day and night with death, they really know the secret.”

He waved his massive hand in the air.

“So be it,” he said. “But that’s an old story for someone else. Let’s get down to our business. Do I stay or go? Decide!”

“Zorba,” I said, forcefully restraining myself from clasping his hand, “Zorba, I agree. You’ll come with me. I have lignite in Crete. You’ll oversee the workmen. In the evening the two of us will stretch out on the sand. I have no wife, children, or dogs. We’ll eat and drink together, and then you’ll play the santouri.”

“If I’m in the mood, do you hear? If I’m in the mood! As far as working for you as much as you want, I’m your slave. But the santouri is something else—a wild beast—and it needs freedom. I’ll play if I feel like it. I’ll even sing, and I’ll dance the zeïbekiko, the hasapiko, the pendozali. But I need to be in the mood—that’s a cut-and-dried bargain. Straightforward business: if you pressure me, you lose me. What you need to know is this: in such things I’m a human being.”

“A human being? What are you trying to say?”

“Just this: free.”

“Waiter,” I called, “one more rum!”

“Two rums!” Zorba threw out. “Your Highness will also drink one, so we can clink glasses. Sage and rum don’t make a good extended family. To create a family relationship that sticks, you, too, will drink a rum.”

We clinked glasses. The sun had truly risen. The steamship was whistling. The boatman who had taken my valises on board came and nodded to me. I stood up, touching Zorba’s shoulder.

“Let’s go,” I said. “In God’s name!”

“And the Devil’s, too,” added Zorba placidly, to complement my wish.

Leaning over, he placed the santouri under his arm, opened the double doors, and went out first.


II

Sea, autumnal sweetness, islands bathed in light, diaphanous cloak of delicate rainfall clothing Greece’s eternal bareness. “Happy the person,” I thought, “who is deemed worthy, before dying, to sail the Aegean.”

This world offers many pleasures: women, fruit, ideas. But I think no pleasure exists that plunges a person’s heart into Paradise more than the joy of cutting across this sea on a gentle autumn day, murmuring the name of each island. Nowhere else are you transported from truth to dream with such serenity and ease. Boundaries fade; the mast of even the most dilapidated ship sprouts buds and grapes. Here in Greece, truly, necessity blossoms most certainly into miracle.

By noontime the rain had ceased. A newly bathed sun, fresh and gentle, broke through the clouds to appear and coddle the beloved waters and shores with its rays.

Standing at the bow, I was luxuriating in the miracle that stretched to the horizon’s edge all around me. Greeks were on the ship—shrewd types, with their acquisitive eyes, paltry haberdasher’s brains, petty political arguments. There was also an untuned piano, and a group of virtuous housewives spreading poisonous gossip. Malicious, monotonous, provincial wretchedness! You felt like grasping the steamship at both ends, dunking it into the sea, shaking it thoroughly to rid it of every living thing defiling it—people, rats, bedbugs—and then lifting it up again onto the waves, empty and freshly scrubbed.

On the other hand, sometimes I was overcome with compassion, a cold Buddhistic compassion resembling the conclusion to complicated metaphysical syllogisms; compassion not just for individual people but also for the world as a whole that struggles, bellows, weeps, and hopes, failing to see that everything is a phantasmagoria of nothingness; compassion for Greeks, the steamship, the sea, myself, the lignite enterprise, my Buddha manuscript, for all these futile aggregations of shadow and light that momentarily unsettle the atmosphere and contaminate it.

I kept looking at Zorba, who was seasick. Perched gloomily on a hawser coil in the bow, he kept smelling a lemon while eavesdropping, with large attentive ears, on two passengers quarreling—one supporting the king, the other Venizelos.

“Outmoded regimes!” he murmured with disdain, shaking his head and spitting. “Have they no shame!”

“What do you mean by ‘outmoded regimes,’ Zorba?”

“What they’re talking about: monarchies, democracies, parliaments. Outrageous antics!”

In Zorba’s mind, contemporary manifestations had degenerated into antiquated equivalents because he had already surpassed them. Telegrams, steamships, railways, current morality, patriotism, and religion must have assuredly appeared outmoded to his inner self. His spirit progressed faster than everyone else’s.

Ropes on the masts were creaking, coastlines dancing. Female passengers had turned as yellow as quinces, having surrendered all their weapons: makeup, hairpins, combs. Their lips were white, their nails blue. Gabby magpie chatterboxes were plucked of their borrowed plumes: their delicate ribbons, brassieres, artificial eyebrows, false beauty spots. Seeing them this way on the verge of puking made you feel both disgust and abundant sympathy.

Zorba, too, had turned yellow and green. His bright eyes were blurred. But his sight became playful again toward evening. Pointing with his hand, he showed me two large dolphins leaping as they kept pace with the steamship.

“Dolphins!” he shouted with pleasure.

It was then that I saw for the first time that the forefinger of his left hand had been cut short near the middle.

“What happened to your finger, Zorba?” I shouted.

“Nothing!” he replied, piqued that I hadn’t enjoyed the dolphins as much as I should have.

“Did it get caught in some machine?” I persisted.

“What machine are you talking about? I cut it off myself.”

“Yourself! Why?”

“How can the likes of you understand, Boss?” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I told you that I had tried all the trades. So once I was a potter. I was crazy about that trade. Do you know what it means to grab a lump of clay and make what you want out of it? The wheel and the clay spin around like mad—ffrrr!—with you standing over them saying ‘I’ll make a pitcher,’ ‘I’ll make a plate,’ ‘I’ll make an oil lamp,’ ‘I’ll make the Devil knows what’! That means, I’m telling you, that you’re truly human. Free!”

He had forgotten the sea, wasn’t biting the lemon anymore, and his sight was no longer blurred.

“So what about the finger?” I asked.

“It got in my way on the wheel, kept getting in the middle and spoiling my design. So one day I grabbed an adze and—”

“Didn’t it hurt?”

“Of course it hurt! Am I a tree trunk? I’m a man: it hurt. But it hindered me in my work, I’m telling you. So I cut it off!”

The sun had set, the sea had grown a little calmer; the clouds were dispersed. Venus, the Evening Star, twinkled in the sky. Looking at sea and sky, I fell into thought. To love like that, to take the adze and chop and feel pain! But I concealed my emotion.

“That’s a bad system, Zorba,” I said with a laugh. The saints’ lives record that an ascetic, in the same way, once saw a woman, was tempted, took a hatchet—”

“Damn him!” Zorba shouted, interrupting me because he guessed what I was going to say next. “Cut that off! What a nitwit! To hell with him! That’s blessed and never interferes.”

“What do you mean? It does interfere,” I insisted. “Indeed, a lot.”

“Interfere in what?”

“In entering the kingdom of heaven.”

Zorba looked askance at me and declared snidely, “Stupid! That’s the key to Paradise!” Raising his head, he eyed me carefully as though hoping to determine what ideas I had about the afterlife, kingdoms of heaven, women, priests. But apparently unable to understand very much, he shook his cankered gray head circumspectly. “A mutilated man doesn’t get into Paradise!” was all he said.

I lay down in my cabin and picked up a book. My concerns were still governed by Buddha. I read The Dialogue of Buddha and the Shepherd, which had filled my heart with peace and assurance these last few years.

SHEPHERD: My meal is cooked, I have milked my sheep; my hut is bolted shut, my fire lighted; and you, my heavens, may rain as much as you please!

BUDDHA: I have no need any longer for food and milk; winds are my hut, my fire has gone out; and you, my heavens, may rain as much as you please!

SHEPHERD: I have oxen, I have cows, I have ancestral pastures and a bull that mounts my cows; and you, my heavens, may rain as much as you please!

BUDDHA: I have neither oxen nor cows, I have no pastures. I have nothing. I fear nothing. And you, my heavens, may rain as much as you please!

SHEPHERD: I’ve had an obedient and faithful shepherdess for years now as my wife; I enjoy frolicking with her at night. And you, my heavens, may rain as much as you please!

BUDDHA: I have an obedient and free soul; for years now I have trained her and taught her to play with me. And you, my heavens, may rain as much as you please.

I fell asleep while the two voices were still speaking. A wind had arisen; waves were breaking over the crystal-clear porthole. I was nodding off—half-solid, half-airy smoke—between wakefulness and slumber. The waves had turned into heavy seas sinking the pastures, drowning oxen, cows, and bull. Wind ripped off the hut’s roof; the fire failed; the screaming wife fell down dead in the mud; the shepherd began to shout his lamentations; I heard not a word; he kept shouting while I slipped further and further into sleep, untethered, like a fish into the sea.

* * *

It was daybreak when I awoke. The great, noble island stretched out jagged and proud to our right, its pacified mountains laughing mistily in the morning sunlight. The sea, ultramarine, bubbled all around us.

Zorba, wrapped in a thick brown blanket, gazed voraciously at Crete, his vision jumping from mountain to plain and then drawing across shorelines as though all this land were familiar to him and he was now pleased to be treading it in his mind.

Approaching him, I touched his shoulder. “Surely this is not the first time you’ve come to Crete, Zorba,” I said. “You’re eyeing it as though it were a former girlfriend.”

Zorba yawned. He was listless, without any desire to engage in conversation.

I laughed.

“Is it that you can’t be bothered to talk, Zorba?”

“It’s not that, Boss. But I find it hard.”

“You find it hard?”

He did not answer immediately. Once again he glanced slowly along the shoreline. He had slept on deck and his curly gray hair was dripping with dew. All the deep wrinkles on his cheeks, chin, and throat were illumined in depth now that the sunlight had fallen upon them. Finally some motion came from his thick lips, which hung down like a goat’s. “Sorry,” he said, “but in the morning I find it hard to open my mouth to talk.” He fell silent, pinning his round eyes again on Crete.

The bell rang for morning coffee. Bedraggled, pale-green faces began to slip out of the cabins. Women smelling of vomit and perfume, with hair buns hanging down, ready to unravel, lurched from table to table, their eyesight blurred by terror and stupidity.

Seated across from me, sipping his coffee with vivacious delight and eating his bread smeared with butter and honey, Zorba developed a sociable appearance, his lips growing genial. I secretly admired how he gradually unsheathed himself from sleep and silence, how his eyes grew roguishly bright.

Lighting a cigarette, he sucked in with craving and flung out blue smoke through hairy nostrils. Bending his right leg, he sat on it, making himself comfortable in oriental fashion. Able to speak now, he spoke.

“Is this the first time? The first time I’ve come to Crete?” That’s how he began, half-closing his eyes and scanning, through the porthole, a glowing Psiloritis in the distance. “No, it is not the first time. In 1896 I was a full-grown man. My beard and hair had their true color: jet-black. I sported thirty-two teeth and when I was drunk I ate all the appetizers first and after that I also ate the plate they were on. Well, just then the Devil has his way and a new uprising breaks out in Crete. I was a peddler at the time, going from village to village in Macedonia selling odds and ends and receiving—instead of money—cheese, wool, butter, rabbits, or sweet corn, which I resold at double the profit. At night, in whichever village I found myself as darkness descended, I knew the correct house for lodging. Every village always has a tenderhearted widow—bless her. So I’d give her a bobbin, comb, or kerchief (a black one on account of the late husband) and sleep with her on the cheap! It was a happy life, Boss, and just about free of charge! But up springs the Devil and Crete grabs her rifles again. ‘Phooey, damn my bad luck,’ I say. ‘Won’t this Crete ever leave us in peace?’ So I abandon bobbins and widows, get hold of a rifle, join up with other partisans, and all of us take off for Crete.”

Zorba fell silent. We were now passing a quiet, sandy seashore. Approaching waves spread over its middle without breaking, depositing a small coating of foam upon the sand. The clouds had scattered, the sun was bright, and wild Crete, restored to peace, was smiling.

Zorba, turning, looked at me mockingly out of the corner of his eye.

“I suppose you’re thinking, Boss, that I’ll sit here now and reel off how many Turkish heads I severed and how many Turkish ears I preserved in alcohol, as the Cretans customarily do. Remove that stuff from your mind. I find it boring, shameful. What is this raging lunacy, I keep thinking now that I’ve acquired some knowledge, what is this raging lunacy that makes you pounce on another human being who has done nothing to you and bite him, cut off his nose, help yourself to his ear, and tear open his belly while calling upon God to come down and help you, which means for him, too, to slice away noses and ears and to tear open bellies? But then my blood was boiling, you see. Where was some brain to get to the bottom of things? Accurate, honorable thoughts require tranquility, old age, a mouth full of false teeth. When you’ve got dentures it’s easy to say, ‘For shame, boys, no biting!’ But when you’ve got all thirty-two of your own teeth . . . A man in his youth is a wild animal, a ferocious beast who eats other men!”

He shook his head.

“Yes, he also eats sheep, hens, and suckling pigs,” he added, snuffing out his cigarette on the coffee saucer. “But no, he’s not satisfied unless he eats another man. Well, my learned savant, what does Your Highness have to say about that?”

However, without waiting for an answer, he inquired, weighing me with his eyes: “What can you say? So far as I know, Your Excellency has never gone hungry, never killed, never stolen, never committed adultery. So, what can you know about the world? Immature mind, inexperienced body,” he murmured with obvious scorn.

I felt ashamed of my hands that had never labored, of my pale face, my inexperienced life.

“So be it!” said Zorba, drawing his heavy fist obligingly across the table as though he were holding a sponge and wiping everything clean. “There’s only one thing I’ve wanted to ask you. You must have browsed through a barrelful of leaflets. You might know.”

“Tell me, Zorba. What?”

“A miracle happened here, Boss, a strange miracle, and my mind is puzzled. All those dirty tricks that we partisans did, all the robberies and massacres—they brought Prince George to Crete: freedom!”

He looked at me with protruding eyes, stupefied.

“It’s a mystery!” he murmured, “a great mystery! Consequently, are so many murders and dirty tricks required in this world for people to gain freedom? Because, if I sat here and ticked off for you what outrages we committed and what murders, it would make your hair stand on end. Yet what was the result? Freedom! God, instead of hurling his thunderbolt to incinerate us, gives us freedom. I don’t understand anything.”

He looked at me as though seeking help. It was evident that this mystery had tormented him; he could not puzzle it out.

“Do you understand, Boss?” he asked with anguish.

Understand? What was I supposed to tell him? Either that what we call God does not exist or that God loves murder and villainy? Or that murder and villainy are indispensable for the struggle and people’s anxiety?

On the other hand, I attempted to find another answer for Zorba: “You know, don’t you, how a flower sprouts from manure and filth and is then nourished by manure and filth? You need to say, Zorba, that humanity is the manure and freedom the flower.”

“But what about the seed?” asked Zorba, banging his fist down on the table. “For a flower to sprout, a seed is required. Who planted such a seed in our filthy guts? And why can’t the seed sprout a flower if nourished by kindness and integrity? Why does it want blood and filth?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said.

“Who knows?”

“Nobody.”

“So then,” shouted Zorba in despair, casting a fierce glance around him, “what am I supposed to do with steamboats, machinery, stiff collars?”

Two or three who had been seasick were sitting now at the next table drinking coffee. Smelling an argument, they perked up and began to pay attention.

Zorba, who loathed having people eavesdrop, lowered his voice.

“To hell with all that,” he said. “When I think of such things, I feel like smashing whatever I find in front of me—a chair, a lamp—or my head against the wall. But afterward, how much more have I understood? Damn it, I’ll need to pay for damages or go to a clinic to have them wrap a dressing around my head. And if God does exist—whoops!—then fuck the whole business. He’ll fix me for good, laughing his head off.”

He shifted his palm abruptly as though banishing some annoying housefly.

“Anyway,” he said wearily, “what I wanted to tell you was this: When the royal steamship arrived all decorated with flags and the cannonade began and Prince George trod Cretan soil, have you ever seen an entire population driven mad all together because they’ve seen their freedom? No? Well then, my poor deprived Boss, you were born blind and you’ll die blind. As for me, even if I live a thousand years and only a mouthful of my flesh remains alive, I will never forget the things I saw that day. If each person were allowed to pick his own heavenly Paradise according to his taste (that’s how it should be; that’s the meaning of Paradise), I would say to God: ‘Dear God, let my Paradise be a Crete filled with myrtles and flags, and let the moment when Prince George treads Cretan soil last for centuries. That’s all I want.’ ”

Zorba fell silent once again. He stroked his mustache, filled a glass to the brim with ice water and gulped it down.

“What happened in Crete, Zorba? Keep talking!”

“Are we going to keep on saying words?” he asked, annoyed again. “Look here, what I’m telling you is that this world is a mystery and every human being is a great brute—a great brute and a great god. A wicked partisan named Yiorgharos had come down with me from Macedonia, a criminal who’d done unbelievable things, a filthy pig—and he was weeping. ‘What are you bawling about, Yiorgharos? Why are you boo-hooing, you pig?’ I ask him, my own eyes having turned on the waterworks. But he falls all over me and, yes, starts kissing me and sobbing like a babe in arms. Then this miserly skinflint undoes his leather money belt, empties out into his lap the golden pounds he plundered from the Turks he killed and the homes he violated, and tosses them into the air, handful after handful. Do you understand, Boss? That’s what freedom means!”

Rising, I went up to the bridge to allow clear air to blow over me.

“Yes, that’s what freedom means,” I was thinking. “To have a passion, to amass golden pounds, and suddenly to conquer your passion and throw away everything you possess—toss it into the air. Or to free yourself from one passion by obeying another that is higher. But isn’t that just a different form of slavery: sacrificing yourself for an idea, for your nationality, your God? Or could it be that the higher one’s master stands, the rope tying one to slavery is lengthened by the same amount? In that case, if we jump and frolic in a much wider domain, we die without ever discovering its boundaries. Is that what freedom means?”

* * *

It was early afternoon when we reached our seashore. White, finely sieved sand; oleanders still blossoming; fig trees, carob trees; and in the distance off to the right a small treeless, ashen-colored mountain that resembled a recumbent woman’s face with blackish-brown veins of lignite running beneath her chin and down her neck.

A cool, damp wind was blowing, the kind that follows rainfall. Some fluffy clouds were passing quickly overhead, sweetening the earth with haze; other clouds were climbing excitedly up the sky, covering and uncovering the sun so that the earth’s features were brightened and then darkened like those of a living face shrouded by heavy fog.

I stood on the sand for a moment and examined the divine solitude stretching out before me like a venomous, seductive desert. A Buddhistic siren song rose up out of the ground, enveloping my insides:

When shall I finally withdraw into the desert, alone, without a companion, with nothing except the hallowed certainty that everything is a dream?

When, with only my rags, without desires, shall I withdraw happily to the mountain?

When, seeing that my body is nothing but illness and slaughter, old age and death, shall I—free, fearless, filled with joy—withdraw to the forest?

When? When? When?

Zorba approached, the santouri under his arm.

“That’s the lignite,” I said, to veil my emotion, pointing toward the recumbent woman’s face.

But Zorba, frowning, did not turn:

“Another time, Boss,” he said. “First let the earth stand still; it’s still quivering just like the boat deck, blast the stinker! Let’s go to the village right away.” He set out with his long stride.

Two barefoot village boys, so sunburned they looked like Egyptian fellahin, ran up and took our valises. A fat, blue-eyed customs guard was smoking a hookah in the hut that pretended to be the customs office. He looked suspiciously at us, ran a slowly drawn-out glance over the valises, moved momentarily out of his chair in an effort to stand up, but couldn’t be bothered. Slowly lifting the hookah tube, he languidly uttered, “Welcome!”

One of the village boys came up to me, winking his olive-black eye:

“From mainland Greece,” he sneered. “Can’t be bothered.”

“And are Cretans supposedly never like that?” I asked.

“They are, they are,” the Cretan child answered, “but differently.”

“Is the village far?”

“Bah, just a rifle shot away. There, behind the orchards, in the gully. It’s a good village, mister. It has everything anyone could wish for: carob beans, black mustard seed, olive oil, wine. The cucumbers over there in the sand are the first to ripen in Crete; the wind comes from Africa and makes them develop. If you sleep at night in the vegetable garden you hear them creaking, krrrrr-krrrrr, as they grow larger.”

Zorba, walking out in front, kept missing his footing because he was still seasick.

“Courage, Zorba!” I shouted at him. “We’ve gotten this far well enough! Nothing to fear.”

We strode quickly. The ground was a mixture of sand and seashells, with some tamarisk here and there, a tuft of bulrush, medicinal mullein. Muggy weather; clouds descending; wind strengthening.

We passed a large fig tree with a complicated double trunk that was beginning to grow hollow with age. One of the children with the valises halted. Jutting out his chin, he indicated the aging tree to me.

“The Fig Tree of the Notable’s Daughter!” he announced.

I halted as well. Every stone and tree, here on Cretan soil, has its tragic history.

“The notable’s daughter? Why?”

“In my grandfather’s day, the daughter of one of our notables fell in love with a young shepherd. But her father refused to approve. The daughter wept, screamed, killed herself with pleading, but he never changed his tune. So one evening the lovesick couple disappeared. People searched for them one day, two days, three days, a whole week. Vanished! But it was summertime and they stank. People followed the trail of the smell and found the couple in each other’s arms beneath this fig tree, rotting away. Get it? They found them because of the stink. Pouf! Pouf! Ha ha ha!”

Village sounds could be heard. Dogs began to bark, women to squeal, roosters to proclaim the change in weather. The air smelled of raki from the distilleries.

“Here’s the village!” shouted the two boys, gathering speed.

When we rounded the sandy hill, the tiny village became visible clambering up the gully’s flank. Whitewashed houses with flat roofs, one glued to the next. With their open windows looking black, like eyes, the houses resembled bleached skulls wedged between stones.

I went up to Zorba.

“Take care, Zorba,” I instructed him softly. “Now that we’re entering the village, you’d better behave properly, so they don’t get wise to us. Let’s play serious businessmen—I the boss, you the foreman. You’ve got to learn that Cretans don’t fool around. Once they set eyes on you, they immediately discover your faults and stick you with a nickname from which there’s no escaping. From then on you run around like a dog that’s had a tin can tied to its tail.”

Zorba fell into thought, clutching his mustache in his fist.

“Let me tell you something, Boss,” he said finally. “If this place sports a widow, no need to worry. But if it doesn’t—”

Just at that moment a beggar woman dressed in rags entered the village and ran up to us with outstretched hand. She was sunburned, covered in filth, and had a small, coarse, black mustache.

“Eh, friend,” she shouted at Zorba, “you have a soul, don’t you?”

Zorba, halting, answered with solemnity: “Yes, I have.”

“Well, then, give me five drachmas.”

Zorba withdrew a shabby leather purse from his breast pocket.

“Here!” he said, his still-seasick lips breaking into a smile.

Turning to me: “I see severely reduced prices here—only five drachmas a soul.”

Village dogs pounced on us; hooting women hung out of upper-story windows; children followed behind us, some barking like dogs, some honking like automobiles, and some running in front and gazing at us with large ecstatic eyes.

We reached the village square: two extremely tall poplar trees, tables fashioned from crudely hewn tree trunks, small benches around them, and the café opposite with its large, faded signboard: MODESTY CAFÉ AND MEAT MARKET.

“Why are you laughing, Boss?” Zorba inquired.

But I had no time to reply. Five or six huge, lusty men dressed in wide, dark-blue trousers with red sashes flew out of the café/meat market.

“Welcome, good friends!” they shouted. “Come in and have a raki, warm as can be from the still.”

Zorba clicked his tongue, turned, and winked at me. “What do you say, Boss? Shall we?”

We drank. Our insides caught fire. The proprietor/butcher, a rapidly moving old man still full of verve, brought some chairs out for us.

I inquired about a house.

“Go to Madame Hortense’s,” someone called.

“A Frenchwoman?” I asked in surprise.

“Devious as the Devil! Quite a character! Knocked about a lot! Jumped all kinds of fences! Now she’s old. She settled here—the last fence—and opened an inn.”

“She sells candy,” a child threw in.

“She powders and paints her face,” shouted someone else. “She wraps a ribbon around her neck. And she has a parrot.”

“Is she a widow?” asked Zorba. “A widow?”

No one replied.

“A widow?” he asked again, anxiously.

The café proprietor seized his thick gray beard. “How many hairs are here, friend? How many? Eh, she’s a widow of the same number of men. Do you get what I mean?”

“I get it,” answered Zorba, licking his lips.

“She might make a widower out of you, too—so take care, friend,” shouted a genial oldster. Everyone guffawed.

The café proprietor appeared again with a tray of new treats: a barley-bread roll, mizithra cheese, and pears.

“All of you, leave them alone!” he shouted. “Why all these madames/skadames? They’re sleeping in my house!”

“I’m the one who’ll take them, Kondomanolios,” said the genial old man. “I don’t have children; my house is large—plenty of room.”

“I beg your pardon, Uncle Anagnostis,” shouted the café proprietor, leaning over the old man’s ear, “but I spoke first.”

“You take one of them,” said Uncle Anagnostis. “I’ll take the old one.”

“Which old one?” said Zorba, his eyes flaring.

“We don’t separate,” I said, nodding to Zorba not to be angry. “We don’t separate. We’ll go to Madame Hortense’s.”

* * *

“Velcahm! Velcahm!”

Appearing beneath the poplar trees with open arms, mincing along on bow legs, came a stumpy, paunchy little woman with dyed flaxen-blond hair, now fading, and a beauty spot with bristles on her chin. She wore a red velvet ribbon around her neck and had thickly ladled mauve powder on her shriveled cheeks. A playful wisp of hair hovered over her forehead, making her look like the aged Sarah Bernhardt playing L’Aiglon in Rostand’s drama.

“Pleased to meet you, Madame Hortense,” I replied, overcome by sudden exuberance and preparing to kiss her hand.

Life flashed in front of me like a fairy tale, like Shakespeare’s comedy The Tempest, let’s say. We, too, having disembarked from the imaginary shipwreck, soaked, were exploring the astonishing beaches and formally greeting the place’s living creatures. I imagined this Madame Hortense to be the island’s queen, a sort of mustachioed, glistening seal that had been stranded half-rotted on this sandy beach thousands of years earlier, perfumed and happy. Behind her, Caliban with a profusion of heads—the island’s population, all grease, bristles, and exuberance—gazed at her with scorn and adulation.

Zorba, the masked prince, admired her in his turn, with protruding eyes, as a distant comrade, an old frigate that had battled in its own right somewhere in faraway seas and had been victorious but also vanquished—wounded, hatches gaping, masts broken, sails ripped—and now, filled with cracks that she was caulking with powder, had dragged herself to this seacoast and was waiting, waiting indubitably for Zorba, the captain of the forty-thousand wounds. I was delighted to watch these two actors finally meeting each other so pleasantly in this simply staged, crudely painted Cretan seascape.

“Two beds, Madame Hortense,” I said, bowing before this senescent thespian specializing in sexual dramas. Two beds without bedbugs.”

“No hahv bedbahgs,” she replied, throwing me the prolonged, provocative glance of an old-fashioned chanteuse.

“Do have, do have!” shouted the many mouths of Caliban, laughing ha! ha! ha!

“No hahv, no hahv!” kept stubbornly insisting our leading lady, stamping on the stones a small, chubby foot wearing a thick blue stocking.

She had donned her old worn-out court shoes with their tiny, stylish, silken bows.

“To hell with you, prima donna!” shouted Caliban, once again laughing ha! ha! ha!

But it was with dignity that Madame Hortense now took the lead, showing us the way. She reeked of powder and inexpensive perfumed soap.

Zorba, following behind, devoured her with his eyes.

“Hey, will you look at that!” he said to me, winking. “The scamp walks like a duck! Look—plaf! plaf!—how she jiggles like a lamb with its backside nothing but lard!”

The sky had darkened. Two or three large raindrops fell; blue lightning bolts sliced across the mountain. Young girls in white goat-hair cloaks were hurriedly bringing their family’s sheep and goats back from pasture. Women perched in front of their hearths were lighting their evening fires.

Zorba, restively biting his mustache, did not remove his greedy eyes from Madame’s oscillating backside.

“Hmm,” he quietly sighed at one moment. “Curses on life! The good-for-nothing never seems to end!”


III

Madame Hortense’s miniature hotel consisted of a row of age-old bathing cabins glued together one behind the other. The first cabin was the store; it sold candy, cigarettes, Arabian peanuts, lamp wicks, kindergarten alphabet books, and frankincense. Four other cabins in succession were the sleeping quarters. Behind them, in the courtyard, were the kitchen, laundry, hen coop, and rabbit hutches. Reeds and prickly-pear cacti were thickly planted in the fine sand all around the perimeter. The entire complex smelled of the sea, animal droppings, and pungent urine. Only occasionally, when Madame Hortense passed by, did the air change its odor, as if a barbershop’s slop bucket had been emptied in front of you.

After the beds were made, we lay down and slept straight through. I don’t remember what sort of dream I had; yet in the morning I was as limber and happy as if I had just finished a swim.

It was Sunday. Laborers would not be coming until tomorrow from nearby villages to begin work in the lignite mine; thus I found time to go for a stroll and to see the sort of seashore on which fate had tossed me. It was still daybreak when I took off. I passed by the orchards, made the rounds of the beaches, gained a fleeting acquaintance with the locale’s water, soil, and air, and collected fragrant wild herbs that made my palms smell of savory, sage, and pennyroyal. Climbing a hill, I viewed a solemn, austere landscape of ironstone, dark trees, and white limestone that I imagine could not be dented even by a pickax. Yet yellow lilies, suddenly penetrating this bone-dry soil, gleamed in the sunshine. Far away toward the south a small, sandy, low-lying island glowed rosily and was turning virginal red in the sun’s first rays. Set back a short distance from the shoreline were olive trees, carob trees, fig trees, a few vineyards. In hollows between the two low mountains, protected from the wind, were bitter orange trees and medlar trees; nearer the shore were melon fields.

I remained on this low hill a long time, rejoicing in the earth’s delicate fluctuations: zone after zone of ironstone, dark-green carob trees, silver-leafed olive trees, as though a tiger’s striped skin were stretched before one and undulating. In the distance, toward the south, reaching as far as the Mediterranean coast of Africa, was the still-angry sea: scintillating, boundless, deserted, roaring, as it stormed Crete and consumed it.

I felt that this Cretan scene resembled good prose: well-worked, reticent, liberated from superfluous wealth, strong, restrained, formulating the essence by the simplest of means, refusing to play games, not deigning to employ tricks or grandiloquence, but saying what it wants to say with virile simplicity. Between this Cretan scene’s severe lines, however, one could distinguish unexpected sensitivity and tenderness. Lemon trees and orange trees exuded their sweet savor in wind-protected hollows. Unquenchable poetry gushed from the boundless sea.

“Crete, Crete,” I murmured with fluttering heart.

Descending the low hill, I walked along the shore. Chuckling girls appeared from the village. Wearing snow-white kerchiefs and high yellow boots, their skirts turned up, they were headed farther along, to attend mass at the monastery by the sea.

I halted. Their chuckling ceased the moment they caught sight of me. Seeing a strange man—their faces shut tight with fear, bodies barricaded from head to toe, fingers nervously clutching tightly buttoned jackets near the bosom—the age-old blood inside them had remembered and taken fright. In all of these Cretan seaside villages that face the Mediterranean coast of Africa, pirates had dashed ashore, seized sheep, women, and children, bound them in their red sashes, tossed them into the holds of their ships, and sailed away in order to sell them in Algeria, Alexandria, Beirut. For many centuries this shoreline, littered with severed braids, resounded with weeping. I watched these girls cling together in turmoil as though they wished to form an impassable barrier—a desperate defense, an attempted protective action—something indispensable centuries ago that was returning unreasonably today, patterned on a bygone need.

As the girls passed in front of me, I stepped aside inoffensively and smiled. They, suddenly sensing that the danger had ceased centuries earlier, seemed immediately to awake abruptly and find themselves in today’s age of safety. Their faces opened, the tight cluster relaxed and, all together with gurgling voices, they bade me good morning, their throats glowing. At exactly that moment the happy, playful bells of the distant monastery filled the air with bliss.

The sun had risen higher and the sky was totally clear. Slipping between some boulders, I perched in a hollow like a seagull and looked out at the sea with delight. I felt my body, strong, cool, obedient; my mind, following the waves, was turning into a wave in its own right, subordinating itself without resistance to the sea’s dancing rhythm. Yet my heart was slowly being aroused. Dark voices rose from inside me and I knew the caller. Whenever I remained alone for a moment, he, suffering from unmentionable desires and vehement, exaggerated hopes, moaned inside me, expecting me to bring him salvation.

In order not to hear him, to exorcise this frightful inner demon that was so tormented and strong, I quickly opened my traveling companion: Dante. Leafing through the poem, I read a verse or a tercet at random and was reminded of the entire canto. The condemned rose howling from flaming pages; farther along, great wounded souls struggled to scramble up a towering mountain; still higher, blessed souls strolled in emerald-rich meadows like brilliant fireflies. I voyaged up and down in this fearful three-story edifice of fate, circulating easily in the Inferno, Purgatory, and Paradise as though the overall structure were my own home. Navigating these extraordinary verses, I suffered, anticipated, enjoyed.

Closing Dante, I gazed far away over the sea. A gull, resting its breast on a wave, abandoned its body to great all-refreshing pleasure. A sunburned youth appeared on the shore, barefooted, singing rhymed couplets about love. I believe that he understood lovers’ chagrin because his voice, having already begun to change, sounded hoarsely rooster-like.

Dante’s verses were sung in the same way in their native land for many years, indeed for centuries. Just as love songs prepare youths for sex, so the torrid Florentine verses prepared Italian adolescents for ethnic struggle and liberation. These youths, all of whom received the poet’s soul as through Holy Communion, slowly transformed slavery into freedom.

I heard laughter behind me. Tumbling down all at once from Dante’s peaks, I turned and saw Zorba standing in back of me, his whole face chortling.

“What’s going on, Boss?” he shouted. “I’ve been searching for you for hours, but where could I dig you out?” Seeing me silent and motionless, however, he continued: “It’s late afternoon. The hen is boiled; it’ll be reduced to pulp, poor thing. Do you get what I mean?”

“I get it, but I’m not hungry.”

“You’re not hungry!” exclaimed Zorba, slapping his thigh. “But you haven’t eaten anything since morning. The body, too, has a soul. Take pity on it; give it something to eat, Boss. Give it something to eat; it’s our donkey, you know. If you don’t feed your donkey, it will abandon you halfway to your destination.”

For years I had despised such pleasures of the flesh. I would have eaten in secret as though committing a shameful act, if that had been feasible. Now, however, to keep Zorba from shouting, I said, “Fine. I’m coming.”

We headed for the village. My hours among the boulders had passed in a brief flash, like a sexual experience. I still felt the Florentine’s flaming breath upon me.

“Were you thinking of lignite?” Zorba asked with a certain hesitation.

“But what else,” I replied with a laugh. “Tomorrow we start work. I needed to figure out a few things.”

Zorba eyed me askance but did not speak. I realized once again that he was sizing me up. He still did not know whether or not to believe me.

“And what conclusions did you reach?” he asked, again proceeding with caution.

“That after three months we’ll need to take out ten tons of lignite per day in order to meet expenses.

Zorba eyed me again, this time with concern. In a moment he asked, “Why did you go down to the sea to make computations? Forgive me for inquiring, Boss, but I don’t understand. As for me, when I’m busy with numbers, I prefer to bury myself in some hole in the ground, to go blind, not see anything. If I raise my eyes to view the sea or a tree or a woman—bah, even if she’s an old one—computations go to the Devil, numbers grow wings, blast them, and fly away.”

“Why does that happen, Zorba?” I asked to tease him. “It’s your own fault. You lack the strength to keep your mind in check.”

“How do I know, Boss? It depends. There are some things that not even wise Solomon—. Look, I was passing through a small village one day. An old fogey ninety years old was planting an almond tree. ‘Hey, grandpa,’ I say to him, ‘are you really planting an almond tree?’ And he, all bent over as he was, he turns and says to me, ‘My boy, I act as though I’m never going to die.’ I answered him in my turn, ‘I act as though I’m going to die at any moment.’ Which of the two of us was right, Boss?”

He eyed me triumphantly: “I’ve got you there! Answer if you can!”

I said nothing. Those two paths are equally uplifting and rugged; both can lead to the summit. To act as though death does not exist and to act with death in mind at every moment—perhaps both paths are the same. That, however, was something I did not know when Zorba questioned me.

“Well then?” Zorba asked teasingly. “Don’t be upset, Boss. No one can make heads or tails of that one. All right, kids, time to change the subject! Right now I’m thinking of our meal: chicken, plus pilaf topped with cinnamon. My whole mind is steaming just like the pilaf. Let’s eat first, stuff our faces; then we’ll see. One thing at a time in proper order. Right now we’ve got pilaf in front of us; let our minds be pilaf. Tomorrow we’ll have lignite in front of us, so let our minds, then, be lignite. No half measures—understand?”

We entered the village. Women were sitting on their doorsteps, chatting away; old men were leaning on their staffs in silence. A wrinkled-up old lady was delousing her grandson beneath a pomegranate tree heavy with fruit. Outside the café stood an elderly gentleman who held himself ramrod straight. He had drooping upper eyelids, a hooked nose, the appearance of rigorous concentration, and an aristocratic mien. This was Mavrandonis, the village elder who had rented us the lignite mine. He had stopped by Madame Hortense’s yesterday, to bring us to his house.

“It’s a great shame,” he said, “for you to stay at her inn as though this village had nobody else.” He was solemn and laconic, a true aristocrat. We refused. This annoyed him but he did not insist. “I have done my duty,” he said, and departed.

Soon after that he sent us two wheels of cheese, a basket of pomegranates, a small jar of raisins and dry figs, and a demijohn of raki. “Compliments of Captain Mavrandonis,” said the servant, unloading his donkey. “Nothing much, he says, but with lots of warm feelings.” We conveyed our greetings to the village head with abundant heartfelt words. “Long life to you both!” the servant said, placing his palm on his chest. He said nothing more.

“His boss doesn’t fancy much conversation,” murmured Zorba. “A sourpuss.”

“Proud,” I said. “I liked him.”

We finally arrived. Zorba’s nostrils were quivering with pleasure.

Madame Hortense, observing us from her threshold, uttered a happy cry and went inside.

Zorba set the table in the courtyard, beneath the leafless vine arbor. He cut large slices of bread, brought wine, arranged dishes and silverware. Turning and giving me a sly look, he nodded toward the table; he had set three places.

“Get it, Boss?” he hissed into my ear.

“I get it,” I answered. “Yes, I get it, you old lecher.”

“Old hens are the juiciest,” he said, smacking his lips. “I know a thing or two.”

Humming Turkish love songs, he went energetically back and forth, his eyes sparkling.

“This is the good life, Boss—the good life plus a chicken! You see, I’m acting now as though I’m about to die this very minute, and I’m hurrying to eat the chicken before I kick the bucket.”

“Seet down,” commanded Madame Hortense. “Deeenairrr eez serrrved.”

She lifted the pot and came to set it down in front of us. But she stood there with mouth agape; she had caught sight of the three settings. Blushing bright red with satisfaction, she looked at Zorba, her small zesty eyes fluttering.

“She’s horny!” Zorba whispered to me.

He turned then to Madame with great courtesy: “Dazzlingly gorgeous nymph of the seashore,” he said, “we have been shipwrecked and the sea has deposited us in your kingdom. Please condescend to dine with us, dearest mermaid.”

The aged chanteuse opened wide her arms, then closed them again as though wishing to enclose both of us in her ample embrace. Swaying her hips, she affectionately patted first Zorba, then me, and ran cooing to her room. Soon, what a sight! Jauntily swaying, she arrived in her very best toilette: an ancient green velvet dress, everywhere frayed, with worn yellow piping. Her bodice was hospitably open and a blooming artificial rose was pinned to her cleavage. In her hand she held a cage with her parrot, which she hung opposite her in the vine arbor.

We placed her in the middle. She sat with Zorba to her right, myself to her left. All three of us threw ourselves into the meal, not breathing a word for a long time. We were impetuously feeding our donkey, watering it with wine. The fodder turned quickly into blood, one’s entrails stopped wriggling, the world grew more beautiful, and the woman between us kept growing younger, her wrinkles vanishing. The parrot hanging opposite, green with a yellow breast, leaned over to watch us. It seemed to us sometimes like a microscopic spellbound manikin, sometimes like the geriatric chanteuse’s soul, dressed in the same green-yellow toilette. And over our heads the leafless vine arbor suddenly ejaculated a few large bunches of black grapes.

Zorba joined his hands together as though he were hugging the cosmos.

“Wow! What’s going on?” he shouted in bewilderment. “You drink half a glass of wine and the whole world goes off its rocker. Good grief, what is life, Boss? Swear to God, are those grapes hanging there above us, or angels? I can’t tell the difference. Or are they nothing—nothing exists, not the chicken, not the mermaid, not Crete? Say something, Boss, say something or I’ll take leave of my senses!”

Zorba was already somewhat drunk. Having finished with the chicken, now he was gazing gluttonously at Madame Hortense, his eyes assaulting her, going up, going down, slipping like examining hands between her overly swelling breasts. Our lady’s small eyes were glowing, too. She liked the wine and was quite tipsy. The mischievous demon of the vineyard had restored her to olden times. She had grown tender again, open-hearted, open-breasted. Getting up and barring the outside door to keep the villagers—les sauvages, as she called them—from seeing her, she lighted a cigarette and began to emit smoke rings from her tiny retroussé French nose.

At times like this, a woman’s doors are all wide open, her guardians have fallen asleep, and a kind word is as all-powerful as gold or sex. Accordingly, I lit my pipe and uttered the kind word: “My dear Madame Hortense, you remind me, bless you, of Sarah Bernhardt when she was young. In this emplacement sauvage I never expected such elegance, such grace, such courtesy, and such beauty. What Shakespeare placed you here among the cannibals?”

“Shehksbairrr?” she asked, opening her little washed-out eyes. “Vaht Shehksbairrr?”

Her mind flew back to the plays she had seen. Fishing about, she traveled to cafés chantants, going from Paris as far as Beirut, from there along the Anatolian coast, and suddenly she remembered: Alexandria, a great hall, chandeliers, velvet-upholstered seats, a crowd of men and women, bare backs, perfume, flowers, and suddenly the curtain rose and a frightening black man appeared—

“Vaht Shehksbairrr?” she asked again, delighted that she had finally remembered. “Zee one nommé Otello?”

“Precisely! What Shakespeare tossed you here, my dear lady, on this seashore sauvage?”

She looked around her. The doors were fastened shut; the parrot was asleep; the rabbits were making love. We were alone. She began to open her heart for us as one opens an old trunk filled with spices, yellowed billets-doux, old gowns.

She spoke Greek after a fashion, juggling the syllables. When she wanted to say navarhos (“admiral”) she said navrakos and for epanastasi (“revolution”) she said anastasi (“resurrection”). Nevertheless, thanks to the wine, we understood her perfectly well. Sometimes we barely managed to restrain our laughter and at other times (we were already quite boozed) we broke into tears.

“Well—” (what follows is more or less the fairy tale that the old siren told us in her aromatic courtyard) “—well, the person you see before you was—ah yes!—great and important. No, I wasn’t in the type of cafés where they did songs for peasants. I was a famous artiste and I wore silk negligees with real lace. But love—”

She sighed deeply and started another cigarette, lighting it from Zorba’s.

“I loved a navrakos. Crete was having another anastasi and various fleets anchored in Souda. A few days later I anchored, too. Oh là là, grandeur! You should have seen those four navrakoi. From England, Italy, France—and the Russian! Gold everywhere, patent-leather shoes, heads with plumes. Like roosters. Big, heavy roosters, one-hundred seventy to one-hundred ninety-five pounds apiece. They did me in. And what beards! Curly, silky; black, blond, gray, brown—and how they smelled! Each one had his own smell; that’s how I told them apart at night. The English one smelled of eau de cologne, the French of violets, the Russian of musk, and the Italian—oh my!—the Italian was wild about patchouli. What beards, O Christ and Mary, what beards! We sat all five of us together quite often on the flagship (navrakida) and talked about the anastasi, all of us décolleté—I with a small silk blouse that stuck to me because they soaked it and me in champagne (it was summertime, you understand). So we were discussing the anastasi, serious talk, and I took hold of the beards and begged them not to bombard those young Cretans, poor things. We could see them through the binoculars; they were on a big stone near Hania, like tiny ants, wearing yellow boots and something blue, like a diaper. They were shouting their heads off—‘Long live freedom! Long live freedom’—and they had a flag.”

The reeds that formed the courtyard’s fence moved. The former admiral-battler cut short her account, frightened. Small all-cunning eyes sparkled between the reeds. The village children had gotten wind of our little party and were observing us in secret.

The chanteuse tried to rise but, having eaten and drunk so much, could not manage. She sat back down in a sweat. Zorba picked up a stone from the ground; the children scattered, hooting and hissing.

“Keep talking, my dear Madame Mermaid, keep talking, my darling!” said Zorba, moving his chair closer to hers.

“So I was saying to the Italian one—I was on the most intimate terms with that one—I was saying to him, holding on to his beard, ‘Dear Canavaro’ (that was his name) ‘my dearest, sweetest Canavouraki, don’t make boom boom! Don’t make boom boom!’

“How many times the Cretans escaped death because of me, whom you see here! How many times they were loaded, the cannons, and I held the navrakos by the beard and kept him from making boom boom! But is there anyone who thanked me? Maybe one of you has seen a medal of recognition, as for me—”

Madame Hortense, angered by human ingratitude, banged her small, flabby, wrinkled fist on the table. Zorba reached over to her parted, hardworking knees and, seizing them with feigned emotion, cried out, “My dear Bouboulina, do me a favor and don’t make boom boom!”

“Off with your filthy hands!” said our good lady, laughing hee! hee! hee! “You! Who do you take me for?” Whereupon she threw him a tender glance.

“God exists,” said the rascally old crock. “Don’t be upset, dear Bouboulina. God exists. And we exist, too. No need for sighs.”

The aged French madame raised her small dull-blue eyes to heaven, but all she saw was her parrot asleep in its cage, looking very green.

“Dear Canavaro, dear Canavouraki,” she purred erotically.

The parrot, recognizing the voice, opened its eyes, hooked itself onto the cage’s railing, and began to holler in the hoarse voice of a man about to be strangled: “Canavaro! Canavaro!”

“Present!” shouted Zorba, extending his hand anew onto the hardworking knees, as though wishing to take possession.

The old chanteuse squirmed in her chair and again opened her small wrinkled mouth: “I, too, have done battle, breast to breast, like a palikari, bravely. But along came the bad days. Crete goes free. The fleets are ordered to leave. ‘What will become of me?’ I screamed, grasping the four beards. ‘Where are you going to leave me?’ I had grown used to the grandeur, to the champagne and roast chickens, grown used to young sailors saluting me, to those first-class, full-up cannons eyeing me and expecting favors, lying slantwise as though in bed sleeping with someone, just like men! ‘Oh, my navrakoi, what will happen to me, widowed four times?’ And they? They laughed. Ach, men! They loaded me with English pounds, with lire, rubles, francs. I put them in my stockings, my bodice, my shoes. On the final evening I wept and screamed. The navrakoi felt sorry for me. They filled a bathtub with champagne, plunged me in, and I had my bath in front of them—we weren’t shy, you understand—and afterward they kept plunging their glasses in and they drank all the champagne while I wished them well. So they got drunk and turned out the lights. In the morning I smelled of all of them, layered one on top of the other: violet, cologne, musk, patchouli. I held the four Great Powers—England, Russia, France, and Italy—held them here, here on my bosom, and played with them. Look, like this!”

Madame Hortense, spreading her short, fat upper arms, raised and lowered them as though she were dancing an infant on her lap.

“Look, like this, like this! As soon as the sun came up, the cannonades began, I swear to you they were in my honor, and a white rowboat with twelve oars came and took me away, to Hania.”

With her little handkerchief in hand, she began to weep inconsolably.

“Oh, my dear Bouboulina,” cried Zorba full of emotion, “close your sweet little eyes. Close your eyes, dearest. I am Canavaro!”

“Filthy hands off, damn them, I tell you,” our lady grumbled once again, flirtatiously. “What next! What cheek! Where are the golden epaulettes, the three-cornered hat, the perfumed beard? Oh God, oh God!”

She squeezed Zorba’s hand sweetly and began to cry again.

The weather was growing cooler. We stopped talking. The sea beyond the reeds sighed peacefully now, tenderly. The wind had fallen; the sun had set. Two well-fed crows passed above us, their wings whistling as if a piece of silk cloth—a chanteuse’s silk blouse, for example—were being torn.

Twilight fell like golden dust, powdering the courtyard. Madame Hortense’s wisp of forehead hair caught fire and swished intemperately in the evening breeze as though attempting to abscond and to transfer the blaze to neighboring heads. Her half-exposed breasts, her parted knees exposing their geriatric lard, the wrinkles on her neck, and her down-at-heel court shoes were all covered with gold.

Our aged siren was quivering. Half-closing her little eyes, inflamed by tears and wine, she kept gazing now at me, now at Zorba, who, with dry, emotionless goat lips, had his hopes suspended above her bosom. She continued in the darkness, which had completely fallen now, to look at the two of us quizzically, attempting to separate us in order to determine which one was Canavaro.

“Dear Bouboulina,” Zorba kept passionately cooing at her, his knee having by this time mounted hers. “God does not exist, the Devil does not exist, so don’t be upset. Raise your sweet head, lower your sweet hand onto your sweet cheek, and sing a slow song of love—to make death die!”

Zorba had caught fire. With his right hand he was twisting his mustache while with his left he was fondling the tipsy chanteuse. He spoke with bated breath; his eyes were drowsy. Surely what he saw before him now was not this painted old mummy but the entire “female species,” as he customarily referred to women. Individuality vanished, facial features vanished; whether young or decrepit, beautiful or ugly, everything was reduced to an insignificant variation. Looming up austerely behind each and every female was the sacred, mystery-filled countenance of Aphrodite.

Those were the features that Zorba was viewing, addressing, longing for, while Madame Hortense was simply a temporary diaphanous mask that Zorba tore away in order to kiss the eternal mouth.

“Lift your snowy throat, my dear,” his voice resumed imploringly, yearningly, “lift your snowy throat and sing us the aman-aman ‘woe is me’ song of love.”

The old chanteuse took her well-experienced hand, now all cracked from doing the laundry, and placed it against her cheek. Her eyes grew sick with longing. She disgorged a woefully savage yelp, then began the hackneyed song she most adored, ogling Zorba (she had made her choice) with languorous eyes:

Au fil de mes jours

pourquoi t’ai-je rencontré?

Zorba jumped up, brought his santouri from inside, sat cross-legged on the ground, undressed the instrument, placed it on his knees, and reached out with his humungous mitts.

“For God’s sake, Bouboulina dearest,” he groaned, “take a knife and slaughter me!”

Night having progressed, Venus having tumbled down the sky, the seductive voice of the santouri, that partner in crime, being heard, Madame Hortense, over-filled with chicken, rice, roasted almonds, and wine, leaned heavily on Zorba’s shoulder and sighed. She rubbed herself lightly against his bony shoulders, yawned, sighed anew.

Zorba nodded to me and said in a low voice:

“She’s horny, Boss. Get lost!”


IV

God having brought another dawn, I opened my eyes and saw Zorba sitting cross-legged opposite me on the edge of his bed in deep meditation, smoking. He kept his small round eyes pinned on the skylight in front of him, which had begun to turn milky white from the dawn’s glow. His eyes were swollen. His bare neck, bony, long, and taut, stretched out bizarrely, like a crane’s.

Last night I had departed the festivities early, leaving him alone with the senescent mermaid.

“I’m going,” I said. “Have fun, Zorba, and be strong!”

“Best wishes, Boss,” replied Zorba. “Leave us alone to mess around.”

Apparently they did mess around because in my sleep I thought I heard muted cooing, and at one point the neighboring room seemed to quake. Then I fell asleep again. Long after midnight I sensed Zorba enter in bare feet and lie down on his mattress very gingerly in order not to wake me.

Now, at dawn, I saw him looking out toward the distant light with his eyesight still not switched on, the wings of sleep remaining unplucked from his temples. He seemed submerged in dense elation, having surrendered himself with tranquil passivity to a half-obscured river that moved as sluggishly as honey. The entire world—earth, water, thoughts, people—was flowing toward a distant sea, and Zorba was flowing happily with it, offering no resistance, asking no questions.

Motley sounds of roosters, pigs, donkeys, and people: the village was beginning to awaken. Although on the verge of jumping out of bed and shouting, “Hey Zorba, we have work to do today!” I joined him in feeling entirely happy in my motionless silence, surrendering myself to the uncertain, rose-lit suggestions of dawn. The whole of existence in these magical instances seems featherlight, the earth as uncongealed and fluffed out as a cloud that continually alters its shape and is remodeled by every puff of wind.

Watching Zorba smoke, envying him, I reached out and fetched my pipe. Looking at it, I felt moved; it had been given me one afternoon in western Europe, a long time ago, by my friend of the gray-green eyes and the aristocratic, spindle-fingered hands. He had completed his studies and was leaving that evening for Greece. “Quit smoking cigarettes,” he told me. “You light it, smoke half, toss it away, just as one does with street women. Shameful stuff! Get married to a pipe. That’s the faithful woman, totally stable; when you return home, she’ll be there waiting for you. As a way of remembering me, you can watch the smoke forming engagement rings in the air!” It was early afternoon. We were leaving one of the museums in Berlin where he had gone to bid farewell to his beloved The Man with the Golden Helmet by Rembrandt—the tall bronze helmet, pale emaciated cheeks, sad resolute glance. “If I ever do some brave act in my life,” he murmured as he gazed at the unbowed, desperate warrior, “I will owe it to this man.” We had gone out and were leaning against a column in the museum’s courtyard. Opposite us, blackened with dirt, was a bronze statue of a nude Amazon mounted with indescribable grace and assurance on an unsaddled horse. A small bird, a wagtail, alighted for a moment on the Amazon’s head, twirled its tail with vigor, chirped two or three times tauntingly, and flew off. Shuddering, I looked at my friend and asked, “Did you hear that bird? It seemed to be saying something to us before it departed.” “They’re birds, let them sing; they’re birds, let them talk,” quoted my friend from the demotic folk song, smiling in reply. How was it that this distant moment rose up today so early in the morning on this Cretan coast and made my mind overflow to the brim with sorrow?

I slowly filled my pipe with tobacco and lighted it.

All objects in this world have hidden meanings. All of them, I thought—people, animals, trees, stars—are hieroglyphics. Bravo, and also woe, to whoever begins to divine what they say and give them voice. The moment you see these objects, you fail to comprehend; you believe that they are just people, animals, trees, stars. It is only years later, much too late, that you approach the hidden meanings.

The warrior with the bronze helmet, my friend leaning against the column on that misty afternoon, the wagtail and whatever it said to us in its chirpings, and even the verse from “The Dead Brother’s Song,” the funereal folk song that my friend quoted—each of those things, I kept thinking today, may have some hidden meaning. But what meaning?

I followed my pipe smoke as it curled and uncurled in the half light, playfully metamorphosing at one point into a complicated blue, finally decomposing slowly into air. My soul acquired complications along with it—played with it, disappeared, then rose up again with the smoke’s new swirl, then disappeared anew. This lasted a long time, during which I experienced the world’s beginning, apex, and annihilation, experienced it directly next to my skin with ineffable certainty, without the slightest intervention of reason. I had been immersed in Buddha once again, but this time without intellectuality’s misleading words and brash tightrope dancing. This smoke was the essence of Buddha’s teaching; these ephemeral shapes, always remodeled, were the life that terminates calmly, silently, happily in blue nirvana. I neither thought any thought nor struggled to discover anything. Yet I knew without a single doubt that I had experienced certitude.

I sighed softly. As though that sigh had delivered me to the current moment, I looked and saw the wretched wooden cabin all around me, and hanging next to me on the wall a small mirror casting sparks from the first sunrays that had fallen upon it. Opposite me, sitting upright on his mattress with his back turned to me, was Zorba, smoking.

The previous day lurched abruptly back into my mind with all its tragicomic adventures: aroma of violets gone flat, of violets, cologne, musk, and patchouli; a parrot, a human soul that had become a parrot and beat its wings in its iron cage while calling out; and, left over from an entire fleet, a decrepit old barge that narrated age-old naval battles.

Zorba, hearing me sigh, gave a start and turned his head. “We behaved badly, Boss,” he murmured. “You laughed, I laughed, too, and she heard us, poor thing. It was shameful the way you left without compliments, as though she were an ancient hag a thousand years old. It was lack of courtesy, Boss. Forgive me for saying so, but good people don’t behave that way. She’s a woman, after all, a weak creature, a complainer. It’s a good thing that I stayed there to console her.”

“What do you mean by all this, Zorba?” I asked with a laugh. “Do you seriously believe that every woman has only one thing in mind?”

“Yes, she has only one thing in mind, Boss. Listen to me. I’ve seen a lot, suffered a lot, and done a lot, so I’ve learned a thing or two, one might say. A woman has only one thing in mind; she’s a sickly creature, I tell you, a complainer. If you don’t tell her that you love her and desire her, the tears flow. She may not want you at all, may indeed detest you and say no. That’s something else, and it’s possible. However, she always wants everyone who sees her to desire her. That’s what the poor thing wants, so you should indulge her. I had a grandmother who must have been eighty years old. This old lady’s story is truly a fairy tale, another one of those same stories. Well, she must have been around eighty years old, and a beautiful young girl lived opposite our house. She was like refreshing water; her name was Crystal. Every Saturday night we fledglings of the village would drink, get soused, and place a branch of basil behind our ears. A cousin of mine took along his three-stringed lute, and we would go out to serenade Crystal. Passion! Erotic yearning! We bellowed like buffalos. Each one of us desired her, and we went as a herd every Saturday night so that she could choose. Well, will you believe this, Boss? A woman is a terrible mystery; she has a wound that never heals. All wounds heal except that one, which never heals despite what you are told. So what if the woman’s been around for eighty years? The wound is still open. So the old lady drew her ottoman up to the window, secretively took out her little mirror, and each time combed whatever hair she had left and made a part. She would look around stealthily to make sure we didn’t see her, and, whenever one of us came near, she would draw back quietly with feigned propriety and pretend to be asleep. But how could she be asleep? She was awaiting the serenade. Eighty years old! Do you understand, Boss, how mysterious a woman is? Right now I feel like crying, but then I was a dopey halfwit. Failing to understand, I laughed. One day I got mad at her because she scolded me for chasing girls. I gave her a piece of my mind, I did, a real smack in the face: ‘Why do you rub walnut leaves on your lips every Saturday and make a part in your hair? Do you think you’re the one we’re serenading? Crystal’s the one we want and you’re at death’s door.’ Will you believe this, Boss? It was then I understood the meaning of womankind for the first time. My grandmother’s eyes discharged two fiery tears. She curled up like a canine bitch, her lower jaw twitching. ‘Crystal!’ I shouted, coming closer to her so that she could hear better. ‘Crystal!’ Youth is fierce and inhuman because it doesn’t understand. My grandmother raised her arthritic arms to heaven: ‘I curse you from the bottom of my heart!’ she screamed. From that day onward my ill-fated grandmother went downhill. Wasting away, she collapsed two months later and was ready to die. The moment she was near her last gasp, she caught sight of me. She breathed deeply like a turtle and reached out her shriveled hand to grasp me. ‘You did me in,’ she hissed, ‘you, goddamned Alexis! My curse on you: may you suffer what I suffered!’ ”

Zorba laughed.

“The old granny’s curse has worked,” he said, caressing his mustache. “I’ve reached sixty-five, I think, but even if I live to be a hundred I won’t smarten up. I’ll still have a little mirror in my pocket and I’ll be chasing the female species.”

He laughed again. Throwing his cigarette out through the skylight, he stretched.

“I have many faults,” he said, “but this one will do me in.”

He jumped off his mattress.

“Let’s leave all that. We’ve said a lot. Today: work!”

Getting dressed on the double and putting on his large, clumsy shoes, he darted out into the courtyard.

* * *

My head dropped to my chest as I pondered Zorba’s words. Suddenly a distant snow-covered city came to mind. I was standing there in a Rodin exhibition looking at a huge bronze hand, The Hand of God. The palm was partly closed; inside it, two enraptured figures, struggling, male and female, were coupling. A young woman approached and stood beside me. She, too, was gazing, disturbed, at this eternal cluster that was so disquieting. She was slim and well-dressed, with thick blond hair, a strong jaw, and fine sword-thin lips. There was something resolute and masculine about her. I, who hate to begin facile conversations, was prompted by some unknown force to turn and speak to her:

“What are you thinking about?” I asked.

“If only someone could escape!” she murmured spitefully.

“And go where? God’s hand is everywhere. Salvation does not exist. Does that disturb you?”

“No. Perhaps love is the keenest pleasure on earth. Perhaps. However, seeing this bronze hand now, I’d like to escape.”

“You prefer freedom, do you?”

“Yes.”

“What if we are free only when we obey the bronze hand? What if the word ‘God’ does not possess the ready-to-hand meaning given it by the masses?”

She looked at me with concern. Her eyes were metallic gray, her lips dry and embittered.

“I don’t understand,” she said, and moved away, frightened.

She disappeared. Since then I had never thought of her. It appears, however, that she had been living inside me, suckling beneath the hatchway of my breast. How is it that here, on this deserted seashore, she ascended from my depths, bereft of sunshine, pallid, full of complaint?

Zorba was correct: I had behaved badly. That bronze hand offered a fine opportunity. The initial contact had gone well, the first words were suitable, and we might have been able little by little—without the two of us becoming aware of it or, if we had become aware, without becoming ashamed—to embrace each other and join peacefully “inside the hand of God.” But I had leaped abruptly from earth to heaven, which had caused the young woman to depart in fright.

The old rooster crowed in Madame Hortense’s courtyard. Daylight was finally entering chalk-white through the little window. I jumped up. Workmen had begun to arrive and noisily bang down their mattocks, crowbars, and pickaxes. I heard Zorba giving orders. He had already commenced work; one could see that he was a man who knew how to command and who loved responsibility. Poking my head through the skylight, I saw him standing, a tall, hulking giant among thirty-odd blackish, narrow-waisted, ungainly men wearing the traditional wide, fluffy trousers. His arm was extended commandingly, his words were few and blunt. At one moment, when a youngish fellow began to mutter and hang back, he caught hold of him by the nape of the neck and shouted, “If you have something to say, say it out loud. I don’t like murmuring. Work requires a positive mood. If you don’t have that, off with you to the café!”

Madame Hortense appeared at that moment with mussed-up hair, puffy cheeks, no makeup, dressed in a filthy blouse of ample dimensions, trudging along in a pair of elongated, dilapidated shoes. She coughed the hoarse donkey-cough of a senescent chanteuse. Halting, she ogled Zorba with admiration. Her eyes growing misty, she coughed again so that he could hear her, and passed next to him with the mincing steps of a hooker, wagging her tail, coming close enough to avoid, by a hair’s breadth, touching him with her broad-sleeved blouse. But he did not even turn to see her. Taking a piece of barley roll and a handful of olives from one of the workmen, he shouted: “To work, men! Cross yourselves, in God’s name!” Then, with elongated strides, he led the crew straight for the mountain.

* * *

I am not going to recount here the process of extracting lignite. That requires patience, which I lack. Near the sea we had set up a hut made of reeds, osier shoots, and tin from oil cans. Zorba would rise at dawn, grab a pickax, go ahead of the workers, open a gallery, abandon it, find a vein of lignite as bright as anthracite, and dance from joy. But when the vein was exhausted after a few days, Zorba would fall face-up on the ground and repeatedly donate a healthy “fuck you!” to heaven with hands and feet.

He had taken the work to heart. He did not even consult me any longer. From the very first days, the entire care and responsibility had been shifted out of my hands into his. He was the one who undertook to make decisions and execute them; I undertook merely to foot the bill, which I did without much difficulty because I clearly sensed that these months would be among the happiest of my life. In doing the accounts, I therefore felt that I was purchasing my happiness very cheaply.

My grandfather, the one on my mother’s side, lived in a Cretan village. He used to take his lantern every evening and walk round the village to ascertain whether some stranger had come. He would bring the stranger home, give him lots to eat and drink, then sit down on his ottoman, light his long-stemmed Turkish pipe, the chibouk, turn toward his visitor (the time for payment having arrived) and say in a commanding voice, “Talk!” “Talk about what, venerable Moustoyiorghis?” “What you are, who you are, where you’ve come from, what countries and villages your eyes have seen. Say everything, everything. Ready, talk!” The visitor would begin to recite truths and untruths all mixed up while my grandfather sat peacefully on his ottoman, smoking his chibouk and accompanying him on his travels by listening. If he liked the visitor, he would declare, “Stay tomorrow, too. Don’t leave. You still have more to report.”

My grandfather had never left his village, not even to visit Iraklio or Rethymno. “Why should I go?” he used to ask. “People who live in Rethymno and Iraklio pass by here; Rethymno and Iraklio come to my home, which is fine. Why do I need to go?”

What I am doing now on this Cretan shoreline is continuing my grandfather’s good taste. As though I had sought him out with my lantern, I, too, have found a visitor. I do not allow him to leave; he costs me a great deal more than a dinner, but he is worth it. Each evening I wait for him to stop work. Then I sit him down opposite me; we eat; the time for payment arrives. I command him: “Talk!” Smoking my pipe, I listen. I never reach my fill of listening to this visitor who has roamed the earth and the human soul so extensively. “Talk, Zorba, talk!”

The whole of Macedonia is spread out before me in the small space between Zorba and myself, with its mountains, forests, lakes, komitadji rebels, hardworking, masculinized women, and rough outspoken men. Sometimes, too, there is the Holy Mountain with its twenty monasteries, dockyards, and broad-buttocked parasitical monks. When finishing his Mount Athos stories, Zorba always pretended as though he were taking to his heels to escape these zombies and would say, bursting with laughter, “God protect you, Boss, from the backside of a mule and the front side of a monk!”

Every evening Zorba takes me promenading throughout Greece, Bulgaria, Constantinople. I see by closing my eyes. He has been everywhere in the embroiled, much tormented Balkans, ranging all over them quickly and sharply with his small falcon eye. Sometimes his goggle-eyed vision observed things that are so customary to us that we pass them by with indifference. These rise up in front of Zorba like frightful puzzles. Viewing a woman in front of him, he halts with dread: “What is this mystery?” he asks. “What do ‘women’ mean? Why do they leave me like this, with a screw loose in my mind, driving me mad? What’s the meaning—can you tell me?” He stares likewise with protruding eyes and asks in the same way when astonished by the sight of a man, or a blossoming tree, or a refreshing glass of water. Each day Zorba views everything as though for the first time.

Yesterday, when we were sitting outside the hut and he had consumed a glass of wine, he turned and stared at me, terrified. “But what is this red water, Boss—can you tell me? An old stump throws out shoots, some sort of sour doohickeys hang off it, and with time passing and the sun roasting them they become sweet as honey and then we call them grapes. We tread them and extract the juice, which we put in barrels. The juice boils on its own, we open the barrel on the feast day of Saint George the Drunkard, November third, and out comes wine! But what is this miracle? You drink it, this red juice, and your soul expands, doesn’t fit any longer in your stinking old hide, and challenges God to a showdown in order to display its derring-do. What is all this, Boss? Can you tell me?”

I remained silent. Listening to Zorba, I sensed the world’s virginity being renewed. Everyday things that had lost their luster regained the brightness they had possessed the moment they emerged from God’s hands. Water, women, stars, and bread returned to their primordial, mysterious source; the divine wheel regained its rotational momentum in the sky.

This is why I yearned for Zorba’s homecoming as I lay on the beach’s pebbles. I would see him leaving earth’s bowels like some enormous mouse and approaching with his open, fatigued stride, covered with mud, sprinkled with coal dust. I could tell even from the distance how the day’s work had gone from how he carried his body, whether his head was lowered or raised high, and from the manner in which he swung his long arms.

At first I used to go with him to observe the workmen and also to do my best to follow a new path, to become interested in practical work, to know and love the human material that had fallen into my hands, to taste the long-desired joy of dealing not with words but with living people. In addition, I manufactured romantic schemes: for the lignite work to be successful, for us to organize a sort of commune in which everyone would work, everything would be held in common, everyone would dine together on the same food, would dress in the same clothes, like brothers. I fashioned in my mind a new koinonia, the yeast for a new human symbiosis.

However, I did not decide as yet to reveal my grand schemes to Zorba. I could see that he was puzzled when he watched me rambling among the workers, questioning, interfering, always supporting the worker’s side in an argument. Zorba would pucker up his lips and say to me, “Boss, why don’t you go strolling somewhere else? The sun is shining; it’s a beautiful day. Disappear!”

But I insisted upon remaining during the first phase of the work. I kept conversing with the workmen, asking them questions. I knew each one’s case history—how many children he had to feed, how many sisters to marry off, whether there were concerns, illnesses, tribulations, aged, infirm parents.

“Stop raking up their histories, Boss,” Zorba kept telling me, scowling. “You’ll end up with heartache; you’ll love them more than you should and more than is good for our work. No matter what they do, you’ll excuse it. Then, I want you to know, the work will go to the Devil, alas. Workers fear a hard boss, respect him, and do good work for him; they take control of a soft boss as though he were a horse meant for them to saddle and mount, and they start loafing. Understand?”

Another evening, exasperated after finishing work, he tossed his pickax out of the hut.

“Listen, Boss, I implore you,” he shouted. “Stop meddling! I build and you tear down. What was all that malarkey you were telling them today? Socialism and hogwash! What are you, after all, a preacher or a capitalist? You’ve got to choose.”

But how could I choose? I was plagued by the naive yearning to combine both, to discover a symbiosis that would enable these deadly opposites to become brothers and therefore allow me to profit from both this earthly life and the kingdom of heaven. I had yearned for this now for many years, ever since my childhood. When I was still a schoolboy, I established a secret Friendly Society with my closest buddies—that’s what we named it, after the famous Friendly Society that initiated the Greek Revolution in 1821. Locked in my room, we swore that we would dedicate our entire lives to warfare against injustice. Huge tears flowed from our eyes the moment we took the oath, pressing our hands to our hearts.

Childish ideals. Yet woe to the person who laughs when he hears them! It wrings my heart to see how piteously the members of this Friendly Society have degenerated. They’re now piddling small-time physicians, lawyers, merchants, politicians, news hacks. The climate of this world seems harsh and extremely callous; even the most precious seeds do not produce shoots, or they are snuffed out by chamomile and nettles. As for me, on the other hand, I realize that I still have not grown any wiser. Even now, God be praised, I am ready for quixotic crusades.

On Sunday we both spruced ourselves up like bridegrooms. We shaved, put on clean white shirts, and in the evening went to see Madame Hortense. Every Sunday she killed a hen for us. When we sat down together to eat and drink, all three of us, Zorba’s long arms would reach out to the safe harbor of Madame’s bosom and take possession. When we returned to our seashore at night, our lives seemed like a well-intentioned, sluggish old lady, but a very tasteful and hospitable one, just like Madame Hortense.

As we were returning on one of these Sundays from the luxurious wining and dining, I decided to open my mouth and confide my plans to Zorba. He listened with gaping jaw, patiently, just shaking his head angrily from time to time. He sobered up immediately after my first words, his mind grew clear and, when I had finished, he nervously extracted two hairs from his mustache.

“Begging your pardon, Boss,” he said, “but I think your brains are just muddled glop. How old are you?”

“Thirty-five.”

“Then they’ll never harden,” he said, bursting into laughter.

Angered, I dug in my heels: “You have no faith, then, in human nature?”

“Don’t get angry, Boss. I have no faith in anything. If I believed in human nature, I would believe in God as well, also in the Devil. It’s a big problem. Things get all mixed up, Boss, and cause me trouble.”

He fell silent, took off his cap, scratched his head frenetically, pulled again at his mustache as though trying to uproot it. He wanted to say something but held back. He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, glanced at me again, reached a decision: “Human beings are brutes!” he shouted angrily, banging his staff on the stones. “Great big brutes. The likes of you doesn’t know this; everything came to you too easily. But ask me. Brutes, I’m telling you. If you treat them badly, they respect and dread you; if you treat them well, they cause your ruin. Keep your distance, Boss. Don’t embolden people, don’t tell them that we are all one and the same, all have the same rights, because immediately they’ll trample your rights, snatch away your bread, and leave you to croak from hunger. Keep your distance, Boss, for your own good!”

“But don’t you have faith in anything, then?” I asked, incensed.

“No, I don’t have faith in anything. How many times do I have to tell you? I believe in nothing and no one, only in Zorba. Not because Zorba is better than others, not at all—no, not at all! He, too, is a brute. But I believe in Zorba because he is the only person I have under my power, the only one I know. All the others are ghosts. I see him with my eyes, hear him with my ears, digest him with my guts. All the others, I tell you, are ghosts. When I die, everything dies; the entire Zorba-world hits rock bottom.”

“Good God, what egotism!” I said sarcastically.

“What can I do, Boss? That’s the way it is. I’m not afraid to call a spade a spade. I’m Zorba; I talk like Zorba.”

I said nothing. Zorba’s words fell on me like whiplashes. I admired him for being so strong, for his ability to despise human beings so much yet at the same time to live and grapple with them with such zest. As for me, in order to abide them I would either have become an ascetic or have adorned them with false feathers.

Zorba, turning, looked at me. I could discern his mouth in the starlight smiling broadly—indeed, from ear to ear. “Have I annoyed you, Boss?” he asked, halting fully.

But we had already reached our hut.

I did not answer him. My mind agreed with Zorba but my heart resisted; it wished to gather speed and open a new road, escaping the brute.

“I’m not tired tonight, Zorba,” I said. “You go off to bed.”

The stars were glimmering, the seawater softly sighing as it licked the shingle. A firefly lighted the small green-gold sex lantern it retains under its belly. Nighttime’s hair trickled dew.

Submerged in silence, not thinking of anything, I lay down on the beach. I became one with night and sea; my soul, metamorphosed into the firefly that had kindled its sexual lantern, sat down on the damp black soil, and waited. Stars altered position; hours advanced. When I stood up, I found engraved definitively inside me, without realizing how, the double obligation I needed to fulfill on this shore: (1) to escape Buddha, finding relief by removing all metaphysical concerns from my writings, and (2) to come into warm clear-headed contact, from now on, with human beings.

Perhaps, I said to myself, there is still time.


V

“If it so pleases you, come to the home of village notable Uncle Anagnostis to partake of a snack. The ‘cleaner’ will visit the village today to castrate the hogs. Mrs. Anagnosti promises to roast hogs’ unmentionables, allowing you to wish ‘many years’ to the couple’s grandson, Minas, who celebrates his name day today.”

To enter someone’s home in a Cretan village is an extraordinary pleasure! You are surrounded by items that seem to derive from an everlasting heritage: the hearth with its oil lamp hung next to it, earthenware jugs with olive oil and wheat, and in a special recess in the wall to the left as you enter, the pitcher of refreshing water, corked with thistle. Hanging from the ceiling beams are quinces, pomegranates, and aromatic herbs: sage, mint, rosemary, savory. At the far end of the room, one goes up three or four steps to the loft with its three-legged folding bed and above it the holy icons with their lighted oil lamps. The house seems empty to you, yet it has everything. A true human being needs so few things.

It was a divinely beautiful day, as sweet as can be, with mild autumnal sunshine. We sat outside the house in the adjoining fenced-in small field, beneath a fruit-laden olive tree between whose silvery leaves we could detect a calm, viscous sea shimmering in the distance. Clouds were passing above, making one feel as they covered and uncovered the sun that the earth was breathing in and out, at first happy, then sad.

From the other end of the field came the sound of the castrated hog in its small pigpen deafening us with agonized bellows. From inside the home came the aroma of its unmentionables roasting on the glowing embers of the hearth.

We spoke about crops, vineyards, rain—the everlasting subjects. Because the old notable was hard of hearing (he said he had “a very proud ear”), we shouted. Uncle Anagnostis’s conversation was pleasant, his peaceful existence like that of a tree in a hollow protected from wind. He was born, he grew up, married, fathered children, and acquired grandchildren, a few of whom died but others did not, ensuring the family’s continuation.

This aged Cretan remembered the past, the years of Turkish rule. He recalled his father’s sayings and the miracles that occurred in those days because people were pious god-fearing believers.

“Just consider,” he said, “I who you see here, I, Uncle Anagnostis, was miraculously born. Yes indeed, miraculously! If I tell you how, you’ll be filled with wonder and will say ‘Bless my soul, Lord!’ and will go to our God-bearer’s monastery and light a candle for her.”

Crossing himself, he began in his pleasant voice, most calmly:

“Well, in those days in this village of ours that you know, there was a wealthy Turkish lady—may her bones be buried in tar! So the damnable bitch becomes pregnant and the time comes for the birth. They put her on the stone birth stools brought by the midwife and for three days and three nights she bellows like a calf. But the child won’t come. A friend of hers—tar on her bones, too!—says to her, ‘Why don’t you call on Mary-mother, Tzafer-hanum?’ Mary-mother is how the Turks call the God-bearer, bountiful is her grace and mercy! ‘Call on her? I’d rather die!’ screamed the Tzafer-bitch. But she was in great pain. Another day and night went by with her bellowing and not giving birth. What to do? She couldn’t endure the pain any longer, so she uttered a cry: ‘Mary-mother! Mary-mother!’ She yelled and yelled, but the pain wouldn’t end, the baby wouldn’t come. ‘She doesn’t hear,’ said the friend. ‘She doesn’t understand Turkish. Call her by her Greek name.’ So the bitch lets out the cry ‘Panaghia of the Greeks! Panaghia of the Greeks!’ But in vain. The pain got worse. ‘You’re not calling her correctly, Tzafer-hanum,’ the friend says again. ‘That’s why she doesn’t come.’ Then at last that Christian-fighting bitch, seeing the danger, lets out a huge cry: ‘My dear beloved Panaghia!’ And all at once the baby slides out of her womb as slippery as an eel. That happened on a Sunday. Now you’ll see how lucky this was. The following Sunday it was my mother’s turn to experience labor pains. She, too, was in great distress, poor devil; she, too, was bellowing. She cries out: ‘My dear beloved Panaghia!’ but doesn’t see any relief. My father was sitting on the ground in the middle of the yard, unable to eat or drink on account of his anguish. He was fed up with the All-Holy. She’d been called upon once, you understand, by the Tzafer-bitch, and the Panaghia broke her neck to come and deliver her. But now? On the fourth day my father couldn’t stand it any longer. He takes his pitchfork and one-two-three is off to the monastery of the Martyred Mother of God, may she aid us! He goes, enters the church without even crossing himself, he was so furious, bolts the door behind him, and stands in front of her icon. ‘Hey, Panaghia,’ he screams at her, ‘my wife, Maroulia—you know her since she brings you oil every Saturday evening and lights your lamps—my wife, Maroulia, has had labor pains for three days and nights and keeps calling you. Don’t you hear her? You’ve gone deaf, I see, and can’t hear. You know, if it was some Tzafer-bitch, some mucked-up, shameful Turk, you’d break your neck in rushing to untangle things for her. But for the Christian, my wife, Maroulia, you’ve gone deaf and don’t hear her. If you weren’t the Mother of God I’d show you something with this pitchfork!’ He said all that and, without kneeling and kowtowing, he turns his back on her and leaves. But—Thou art great, O Lord!—just then the icon rasps loudly as though cracking in two. Icons rasp like that. You should know, in case you’ve never heard the sound, that they rasp like that when they do miracles. My father understood, turned, kneeled, and did obeisance, crossing himself: ‘I have sinned, my dear Panaghia,’ he cried. ‘Let everything I said dissolve away, like salt in water.’ He had hardly gotten back to the village when friends were in time to offer the good news: ‘Congratulations and best wishes, Konstandis! Your wife has given birth, and to a son!’ That was me, the one you’re looking at, me myself, Uncle Anagnostis. But I was born with a bit of proud ear. You see, my father blasphemed when he called the God-bearer deaf. ‘Ah, so that’s it, is it?’ the God-bearer must have said. ‘Very well, I’ll make your son deaf, to teach you not to blaspheme!’ ”

Uncle Anagnostis crossed himself.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “God be praised! He could have made me blind, or sickly, or a hunchback, or—heaven forbid, not that screwup—a female! So, it doesn’t matter. I worship the God-bearer’s grace.”

He filled everyone’s glass.

“May her grace help us!” he said, lifting his full glass.

“To your health, Uncle Anagnostis,” I said. “May you live a hundred years and acquire great-grandchildren.”

The old man, having downed his wine with one gulp, swabbed his mustache.

“No, my child, enough’s enough! I acquired grandchildren; that will do. We certainly must not expect to eat up the whole world. My time has come. I’m old, you know. My loins are empty. I can’t do it anymore. I want to father sons but cannot. So, what good is life to me?”

Refilling the glasses, he offered us some walnuts and dried figs wrapped in laurel leaves, which he removed from his sash.

“I’ve divided among my children everything I owned and did not own. I’m crushed with poverty, crushed, but I don’t care. God is rich.”

“God is rich, Uncle Anagnostis,” Zorba shouted into the old man’s ear. “God is rich, but we have nothing and the cheapskate doesn’t give us even a pennyworth.”

The village notable knit his brows.

“Hey, you really must not bully God, friend,” he said severely. “Do not bully him; we count on him, but the poor fellow counts on us, too.”

Meanwhile, Mrs. Anagnosti, submissively, without speaking, brought in the hog’s roasted unmentionables on an earthenware platter together with a large brass pitcher of wine. Placing these on the table, she remained standing there with clasped hands and lowered eyes.

I shrank from tasting this hors d’oeuvre, but on the other hand was ashamed to decline. Zorba looked at me askance, smiling.

“It’s the most delicious meat there is, Boss,” he assured me. “Don’t refuse.”

Old Anagnostis was laughing fit to bust.

“What he says is true. True! Taste and you’ll see. A delicacy! When Prince George—bless him!—stopped at our monastery, the monks set up a royal feast, giving meat to everyone else but some soup to the prince in a deep dish. The prince took his spoon and stirred. ‘Beans?’ he asked in surprise. ‘Eat, prince,’ said the old abbot, ‘eat, and we’ll tell you later.’ The prince tried a spoonful, two spoonsful, three, emptied the dish, licked his lips. ‘What is this miracle?’ he asked. ‘What delicious beans! A delicacy!’ ‘They’re not beans, prince,’ the abbot tells him, laughing. ‘They’re not beans. We had all the roosters of the region fixed.’ ”

Laughing, the old man stuck his fork into one of the hog’s unmentionables.

“Princely snacks!” he said. “Open your mouth.”

I opened my mouth and he thrust it in. He filled the glasses again. We drank to his grandson’s health. The grandfather’s eyes glowed brightly.

“What do you want your grandson to become, Uncle Anagnostis?” I asked him. “Tell us so we can wish it may happen.”

“What do I want? Well, for him to follow the correct road. To become a good person, a good man of property. To marry, father children in his turn, have grandchildren, and for one of his children to look like me so that when the old men see him they’ll say, ‘Po po! the spitting image of Uncle Anagnostis, may God sanctify his soul! He was a good person.’

“Anezinio,” he said without turning toward his wife, “fill the pitcher again with more wine.”

At that moment the gate of the small pigpen opened owing to a strong push and the bellowing hog darted out into the field practically fainting from pain. It ran back and forth in front of the three men who sat there pleasantly conversing while eating the beast’s unmentionables.

“The poor thing is hurting,” said Zorba sympathetically.

“You bet it’s hurting!” said the old Cretan with a laugh. “If they did the same to you, wouldn’t you be hurting, too?”

Zorba shifted in his chair.

“May your tongue be cut out, you son of a bitch!” he muttered in dread under his breath.

The hog kept going up and down in front of us, looking at us angrily.

“By my faith, I think it understands that we’re eating them!” said old Anagnostis, who’d been made slightly drunk by the bit of wine he’d consumed.

But we kept eating the delicious hors d’oeuvre peacefully, with pleasure, like cannibals, and drinking the red wine, and glimpsing, between the silvery olive leaves, the sea, which had now turned rose pink beneath the setting sun.

When we were finally leaving the village notable’s home that evening, Zorba, who had also become somewhat inebriated, felt like talking. He began:

“Remember what we were saying the other day, Boss? Apparently you wanted to enlighten the masses, to open their eyes. All right, go and open Uncle Anagnostis’s eyes for him. Did you notice how his wife stood there cringing and awaiting orders? Well, Your Highness, how about going now and teaching them something about women, that they have the same rights as men and that it’s truly a mean thing to eat a piece of a hog’s flesh with the hog, alive, bellowing in front of you, and that it’s hugely stupid to be tickled because God has everything while you’re starving! What will that miserable abomination, Uncle Anagnostis, profit from all this enlightening gobbledygook of yours? You’ll only cause him a mess of trouble. And what will Mrs. Anagnosti profit? Arguments will start; the hen will yearn to become the rooster, and the couple will do nothing but fight each other and suck dry each other’s blood. Let people stay placid, Boss; don’t open their eyes. If you do open them, you know what they will see: their malice and cold unsociability. So, leave their eyes closed; that way they can keep on dreaming!”

He remained silent for a moment, scratching his head and thinking.

“Except,” he said finally, “except—”

“Except? Except what?”

“Except if, when they open their eyes, you have a better world to show them. Do you?”

I couldn’t say. I was fully aware of what would be demolished but I did not know what would be built on the ruins. “Nobody can know that with certainty,” I thought. The past is palpable and solid; it exists; we experience it and we oppose it at every moment. The future is unborn, elusive, flowing, made from the stuff of dreams; it is a cloud battered by strong winds—by love, imagination, luck, God—winds that make it grow thicker, thinner, always mutating. The greatest prophet can offer humankind nothing more than a slogan, and the vaguer the slogan, the more prophetic it becomes.

Zorba, with a smile on his face, was looking at me in a taunting manner. This angered me. I said to him: “You ask if I have a better world to show them? Yes, I do.”

“You do? Let’s hear it.”

“I can’t tell you. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Well then, you don’t have one,” said Zorba, shaking his head. “Don’t suppose that I was born yesterday, Boss. Whoever says so is leading you up the garden path. I’m as uneducated as Uncle Anagnostis but not so stupid—no way! So, seeing that I wouldn’t understand, how do you expect that simpleminded mini-man to understand, or that cow of a wife he has? Or all the other Anagnostides and Anezines in the world? Are they going to see new forms of darkness? Let them stay where they were, with their former habits. Can’t you realize that they’ve done well enough until now? They manage—manage quite nicely. They give birth to children, have grandchildren, God makes them deaf or blind and they shout ‘Glory be to God!’ They’re at home with misfortune. So leave them where they are and shut your trap.”

I shut my trap. We were passing the widow’s orchard. Zorba paused, sighed, said nothing. It must have rained somewhere; the air was redolent with cool earthiness. The first stars appeared. The new moon gleamed a tender, unseasoned green. The sky brimmed with sweetness.

I thought to myself, “This man did not go to school, yet his mind is not impaired. He has seen, done, and suffered much; his intellect has been opened and his heart enlarged without losing its primordial stoutheartedness. All the problems that are so complicated and unsolvable for us: he solves them with a single sword-stroke, as did his compatriot Alexander the Great with the Gordian knot. It is difficult for him to fall into error because the whole of him, from scalp to sole, is planted in the earth. African savages worship snakes because their entire body touches the ground, enabling them to know earth’s secrets through belly, tail, testicles, head. They touch the Mother, join her, become one with her. Zorba is similar. We educated folks are blockheaded birds of the air.”

The stars—savage, haughty, cruel, and merciless toward human beings—increased in number. We had stopped conversing. Both of us were looking fearfully at the sky, aware that more and more stars were continually arriving to stoke the conflagration. We reached our hut. I, having no appetite for a meal, sat down on a rock by the sea. Zorba lit a fire, ate, and started out to come and find me but, changing his mind, lay down on his mattress and slept.

The sea had jelled and was motionless. The earth, in its turn, fell silent, cowering beneath the starlight’s increasing aggravation. Not a single dog was barking, not a single night bird grieving. Deep silence—a perfidious, dangerous silence composed of thousands of outcries so distant, or so deeply within us, that they could not be heard. The only thing I did hear was the sound of my blood striking my temples and the carotid arteries of my neck.

“The melody of the tiger!” I thought with a shudder.

In India, when night falls, people chant very softly a sad, monotonous tune, a slow-moving savage song resembling a wild beast’s distant yawn: the melody of the tiger, making the human heart overflow with indescribable fear. As I was thinking of this fearsome melody, my breast began slowly to brim over, my ears to awaken, the silence to be transformed into an outcry. My soul, it, too, composed of this same melody, grew taut. Ill at ease, it began to appear outside the body in order to hear.

Leaning over and filling my cupped hand with seawater, I showered my forehead and temples to cool off. The tiger was inside me, impatiently calling, howling, threatening in a tightly integrated manner until all of a sudden I clearly heard one voice only: “Buddha! Buddha!”

Jumping up, I walked rapidly along the shore as though wishing to escape. I have been hearing his voice for quite some time now when I am alone at night and there is complete silence. At first it is sorrowful and beseeching, like a lamentation; then, little by little, growing angry, it scolds, commands, and kicks my breast like a fetus whose time to be born has arrived.

It must have been midnight. Black clouds had gathered in the sky; plump raindrops fell into my hands. But my mind was elsewhere, surrounded by a red-hot atmosphere that made me feel a pair of fiery curls over my left and right temples. “The time has come,” I thought with a shudder. “The Buddhist wheel is carrying me away. The time has come for me to deliver myself from the divine weight inside me.”

I returned to the hut in a hurry and lit the lamp. Zorba, as the light hit him, fluttered his lids, opened his eyes, saw me bent over some paper, writing, growled something I did not hear, turned abruptly toward the wall, and plunged again into sleep.

I wrote quickly, without distraction. I was in a hurry. The whole of my dramatization of Buddha was ready inside me; I saw it unwinding from my innards like a blue ribbon covered with letters of the alphabet. It unwound extremely fast, my hand racing to keep up with it. I wrote and wrote. Everything had become easy, extremely simple. I was not writing; I was copying. Everything was being dispensed in front of me, composed of sympathy, denial, and goodwill: Buddha’s palaces, his harem women, golden chariot, the three horrible meetings by chance—with the old man, the sick man, the dead man—the flight, the ascetic practice, the deliverance, the proclamation of salvation. The earth blossomed with yellow flowers; beggars and kings donned yellow robes; stones, trees, and flesh grew lighter; souls became air; air became spirit; spirit vanished. My fingers grew tired but I did not wish to stop, nor could I. The vision was passing quickly, departing. I needed to keep abreast.

In the morning Zorba found me asleep, my head resting upon the manuscript.


VI

The sun had already risen two javelins’ length when I awoke. My right hand was stiff from writing; my fingers could not close. The Buddhist tempest that had passed over me had left me exhausted and empty.

Bending over, I collected the manuscript’s pages, which had scattered over the floor. I had neither the appetite nor the strength to look at them. That entire divine, vehement inspiration seemed a dream that I did not wish to see imprisoned in words and demeaned by them.

Rain was falling today—softly, sweetly. Zorba, before he left, had put burning coals in the brazier for me. I sat cross-legged the entire day, motionless, without eating, my hands extended over the heat, listening to the season’s first gentle precipitation.

I was not thinking of anything. My mind was at rest, coiled up like a mole in drenched soil. I heard the earth’s faint stirrings, babblings, gnawings; heard rain falling, seeds swelling. I felt heaven and earth uniting as in primitive ages when they joined like a male and female to produce children. I kept listening intently to the soughing sea in front of me licking its lips with pleasure along the shoreline, like a wild beast sticking its tongue out to drink.

I was happy; I knew that I was happy. We sense happiness with difficulty while experiencing it. Only when it has passed and we look back do we suddenly comprehend, sometimes with astonishment, how happy we have been. I, however, on this Cretan shore, was experiencing happiness while being simultaneously aware of my happiness.

The immense sea reached African shores. Every so often a warm southwest wind blew from distant red-hot deserts. In the morning the sea smelled like watermelons; at midday it vented haze, surged upward discharging miniature unripe breasts; in the evening, rose pink, wine red, eggplant mauve, dark blue, it kept continuously sighing.

Just before sunset, playfully filling my palm with fine, honey-colored sand, I allowed the warm, soft sand to slip through my fingers and fall. My palm became an hourglass through which life, descending, is lost. While life kept descending and being lost as I watched the sea, I heard Zorba, which made my temples screech with joy.

I recalled how my small, four-year-old niece, Alka, and I were once looking at a toyshop’s vitrine on New Year’s Eve when we were window-shopping to pass the time. She turned to me and said, “Uncle Dragon” (that’s what she called me), “I’m so very happy, I’ve grown horns!” I was startled. What a miracle life is! How all souls join and unite when they reach down to their roots! I thought this because I immediately remembered a mask of Buddha carved in glossy ebony that I had seen in a faraway museum. Buddha had achieved deliverance and been inundated by sublime joy after his seven-year distress. The protruding veins of his forehead on the left and right had swollen so greatly from joy that they had penetrated the skin and become two curling horns like strong steel springs.

The drizzle stopped before sunset; the sky cleared. I was hungry and also glad that I was hungry, because Zorba was coming now and would light a fire and commence the daily ritual of cooking and conversing.

He often said, as he placed the cook pot on the fire, “This is another interminable story. Women, bless them, are not the only story; food is, too.”

It was on this beach that I enjoyed the pleasure of eating for the very first time. When Zorba lit the fire each evening between the two stones at the edges of our outdoor fireplace, cooked, and we began to eat, to drink a little, and the conversation swelled, I realized that meals, too, are a spiritual service and that meat, bread, and wine are the raw materials from which spirit is formed.

In the evening after a day’s work, Zorba was not in the mood to talk until he had eaten and drunk; his words beforehand were listless, dragged out by a meat hook, his gestures clumsy and weary. Yet as soon as he tossed some coal into the engine (as he put it), the whole of the benumbed, rundown power station of his body came to life, worked up speed, and began to function. His eyes caught fire, his memory brimmed over, his feet sprouted wings and danced.

“Tell me what you do with the meal you eat,” he once said to me, “and I’ll tell you who you are. Some convert it into lard and dung, some into work and good spirits, some, apparently, so I’ve heard, into God. So, people are of three types. I am neither one of the worst nor one of the best. I stand in the middle, Boss. The meals I eat I turn into work and good spirits. Not bad, eh!”

He gave me a sly look, and laughed.

“As for Your Excellence, Boss, I suppose that you struggle to turn the meals you eat into God. But you don’t manage to do this; consequently, you are tormented. What happens to you is what happened to the crow.”

“What happened to the crow, Zorba?”

“The crow in question walked around at first properly, correctly, as a crow should. But one day it took it into its head to walk like a partridge, swaggering. From that time on the poor thing forgot its own method of walking, lost it, and now—can’t you see?—it moves by hopping on one foot.”

I looked up, hearing Zorba’s footsteps as he came down from the lignite mine. Soon I saw him approach with a long face, in the dumps, as though his huge hands were ringing an untuned campanile bell.

“Good evening, Boss,” he said reluctantly.

“Greetings. How did work go today, Zorba?”

No answer.

“I’ll light the fire and cook,” he said.

He took an armful of wood from the corner, went outside, lowered it skillfully between the two fire-stones, and lighted a fire. He placed the earthenware cook pot on the grate, added some water, onions, tomato, rice, and started cooking. In the meantime I set our low, round table with some placemats, then sliced satisfying slices of whole-wheat bread, and, from a demijohn of wine, filled to overflowing the large decorated carafe that Uncle Anagnostis had given us during our first days in the village.

Zorba was crouching on both knees in front of the cook pot and gazing at the fire with stagnant eyes, saying nothing.

“Do you have children, Zorba?” I suddenly asked him.

He turned: “Why do you ask? I have a daughter.”

“Is she married?”

Zorba laughed.

“Why are you laughing, Zorba?”

“Is it necessary to ask, Boss? Was she so stupid she didn’t marry? I was working in a copper mine at Pavithra in Halkidiki. One day I receive a letter from my brother Yannis. I really did forget to tell you that I have a brother, a prudent middle-class type, churchgoer, loan shark, hypocrite, a prim and proper pillar of society. He’s a grocer in Thessaloniki. ‘Brother Alexis,’ he writes me, ‘your daughter, Froso, has gone down the wrong path, disgracing our fair name. She has a lover and bore a child by him. Our family honor is gone. I’m going to speed to the village and murder her!”

“What did you do, Zorba?”

Zorba shrugged his shoulders. “ ‘Pfff! Women!’ That’s what I said. I tore up the letter.” He stirred the meal, added salt, laughed. “But wait: here’s the funniest part. A month later I receive a second letter from that nitwit, my brother: ‘Greetings and best wishes, my dear brother Alexis,’ the muddlehead wrote. ‘Our family honor is back where it belongs. Now you can lift your forehead high. The individual in question married Froso.’ ” Zorba turned and looked at me. The glow of his cigarette enabled me to see the sparks in his eyes. He shrugged his shoulders again: “Pfff! Men!” he uttered with indescribable disdain.

A moment later:

“What can you expect from women? To have children by whoever happens to be available. What can you expect from men? To fall into the trap. No time to fiddle-faddle about any of that, Boss.”

He removed the pot. Sitting cross-legged on the ground, we ate.

We moved inside. Zorba fell into a deep meditation. Something was pestering him. Looking at me, he opened his mouth, then closed it again. Beneath the light of the oil lamp, I could clearly recognize the worry in his eyes. I was ill at ease and could not restrain myself: “Zorba, you want to tell me something. Say it! You’re enduring labor pains. Give birth!”

Zorba did not speak. Picking up a pebble from the dirt floor, he slung it forcefully through the open doorway.

“Leave the pebbles alone. Say something!”

Zorba stretched his wrinkled neck. “Do you trust me, Boss?” he asked anxiously while staring straight into my eyes.

“Yes, Zorba,” I answered him. “Whatever you do you cannot go wrong. Even if you want to, you cannot go wrong. One could say that you are like a lion or wolf. Those animals never act like sheep or donkeys; they never stray from their nature. You are the same—Zorba from scalp to toenail.”

Zorba shook his head. “But I don’t know any longer where the Devil we’re heading.”

“I do know, so you needn’t worry. Just keep heading forward!”

“Say that again, Boss, to encourage me!” Zorba shouted.

“Just keep heading forward!”

Zorba’s eyes were sparkling. “Now I can talk to you. Here it is: For days now I’ve had a big plan, a lunatic idea in my mind. Can we put it into practice?”

“Why ask? That’s why we came here: to put ideas into practice.”

Zorba stretched his neck, eyeing me with joy and fear: “Speak properly, Boss,” he shouted. “I thought we came here for coal.”

“The coal was a pretext to keep people here from wondering, to make them believe that we are serious businessmen, so they wouldn’t throw lemon peels at us. Do you understand, Zorba?”

Zorba stood there openmouthed, struggling to understand, not daring to accept such good luck. Suddenly he caught on. Rushing up to me, he grasped me by the shoulder. “Do you know how to dance?” he asked eagerly.

“No.”

“You don’t!” Stunned, he let his hands hang down. “All right,” he said after a moment. “Then I’ll dance. Move away, so I don’t knock you over. Haaiiii! Haaiiii!” He made a leap, darted out of the hut, threw off his shoes, jacket, and vest, rolled up his trouser legs to the knee, and started to dance. His face, still smudged with coal, was dark, his eyes snowy bright.

Rushing into the dance, he clapped his hands, jumped, revolved in midair, fell down on bended knees and jumped back up into the air with knees still bent, like a stretched rubber band. Suddenly he leaped again high into the air as though obstinately attempting to subdue great laws, to sprout wings and take off. You felt that the soul inside this worm-eaten leathery body was fighting to sweep away the flesh and to dash off with it in order to become starlight in darkness. The soul catapulted the body, but the body fell, unable to remain aloft for long; the soul catapulted it again, mercilessly, a bit higher this time, yet the ornery body fell again, huffing and puffing.

Zorba frowned; his face had acquired an alarming gravity. He was not screeching any longer; with clenched teeth he was battling to reach the impossible.

“Zorba, Zorba,” I cried. “That’s enough!”

I feared that his elderly body might suddenly give way, owing to such impetus, and shatter into fragments in the sky.

I called out, but how could Zorba hear such an earthbound voice? His inner nature had become a bird’s.

I followed the wild, desperate dance with a barely sensible fear. When I was a small child, I exercised my imagination in unbridled fashion, telling my friends monstrous exaggerations that I myself believed. “How did your grandfather die?” one of my fellow students asked me one day when we were in the first grade. I fashioned a story all at once, inventing it while I talked—and no matter how much I invented, I kept believing it: “My grandfather wore rubber shoes. One day, after his beard turned gray, he jumped off the roof of our house, but when he touched ground he bolted skyward like a ball, going higher than the house, and then kept going higher and higher until he disappeared into the clouds. That’s how my grandfather died.”

Ever since I invented that story, no matter how many times I went to the tiny Saint Minas Church and viewed the Ascension of Our Lord low down on the rood screen, I would point to it and tell my classmates, “Look, that’s my grandfather with his rubber shoes.”

Tonight, so many years later, I reexperienced my childish fairy tale as I fearfully watched Zorba leap into the air, since I was afraid that he, too, would vanish into the clouds.

“Zorba, Zorba!” I cried. “That’s enough!”

Zorba crouched on the ground, panting. His face beamed with happiness. His gray hair was sticking to his forehead; sweat mixed with coal dust was running down his cheeks to his chin.

Worried, I leaned over him.

“I’m relieved, as if someone drew blood from me,” he said after a moment. “Now I can talk.”

He entered the hut and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the brazier. His face was radiant.

“What came over you to make you start dancing?”

“What did you expect me to do, Boss? I was choking from excessive joy and had to blow off steam. How does someone blow off steam? With words? Pfff!”

“What caused your excessive joy?”

Ill at ease, he looked at me, his lip trembling. “What caused my excessive joy? Precisely what you told me just now out of the blue, not even understanding it yourself. It seems that we did not come here for the coal. We came to find relief, to pass the time, to throw ashes in everyone’s eyes so we wouldn’t be taken for idiots and be barraged with lemon peels. When we’re alone and no one sees us, we’ll die laughing! That’s exactly what I, too, wanted, word of honor, but I didn’t realize it well enough. I kept thinking sometimes of the coal, sometimes of Madame Bouboulina, sometimes of you—a hopeless tangle. When I opened up a gallery, I said to myself, ‘I want coal. I want coal. I want coal.’ I became coal from head to heel. When, on the other hand, I finished work and was playing around with that blasted blubbery seal—bless her!—I dangled all the lignite and all the bosses from the little ribbon around her neck. I dangled Zorba there, too. I was in a daze. When alone, not working, I brought you to mind, Boss, with broken heart. My soul was heavily burdened. ‘Shame on you, Zorba,’ I cried, ‘shame on you for bamboozling that good man and guzzling down his money. How long are you going to be a stinking bastard, Zorba? Enough’s enough!’ I tell you, Boss, I was in a daze. The Devil kept pulling me in one direction, God in the opposite direction, the two of them ripping me down the middle. Now—bless you, Boss—you said something important and cleared up my blindness. I have seen! I have comprehended! We have reached an understanding. Now we burn the fuse of every cannon. How much money do you have left? Out with it! Who cares if the whole lot goes to the dogs!”

Zorba sponged away his sweat and searched here and there. The leftovers from our supper were scattered over the low, round table. He extended his huge hand. “With your permission, Boss,” he said. “I’m hungry again.” Taking a slice of bread, an onion, a handful of olives, he devoured them voraciously. He turned the carafe upside down over his mouth, not letting it touch his lips. The wine cackled down. Zorba clicked his tongue with pleasure.

“My heart is fine now,” he said. He looked at me, winking: “Why aren’t you laughing?” he asked. “Why are you looking at me like that? You saw the way I am. I have the Devil inside me. He shouts and I do whatever he tells me to do. Whenever I’m about to suffocate, he shouts, ‘Dance!’ and I dance. I cure my suffocation. Once, when my son Dimitrakis died in Halkidiki, I got up like that and danced. My relatives and friends, seeing me dancing before the remains, rushed to take hold of me. ‘Zorba has gone mad!’ they shouted. But if I hadn’t danced at that moment, I truly would have gone mad from the pain, because he was my first son and three years old and I could not bear his loss. Do you understand what I’m telling you, Boss, or is it just ridiculous hot air?”

“I do understand, Zorba. What you’re saying is not ridiculous.”

“Another time I was in Russia because I still kept going there. It was for mining again: copper, near Novorossiysk. I had learned five or six Russian words, the ones I needed for my work: no, yes, bread, water, I love you, come, how much. What do you know but I became friends with a Russian, a terrific Bolshevik. Well, every evening we installed ourselves in a tavern near the harbor and downed quite a few carafes of vodka, getting tipsy. In the process of getting tipsy, we opened our hearts. He wanted to describe to me chapter and verse about everything he had seen and suffered in the Russian revolution; I in my turn wanted to confide in him everything about my own life and times. As you see, we got drunk and became brothers. We communicated with gestures, up to a point. He would start to speak first. As soon as I could not understand any longer, I would shout to him, ‘Stop!’ He would then get up to dance, to dance what he wanted to tell me. I did the same. Whatever we failed to say with the mouth, we said with the feet, hands, belly, and riotous squawks: ‘Haaiiii-haaiiii! Hooplaaa! Heeeev!’ The Russian began: how they grabbed rifles, how the war caught fire, how they reached Novorossiysk. When I couldn’t understand what he was telling me, I raised my hand, shouted, ‘Stop!’ and he jumped up immediately and, as I told you, he danced—danced like a man possessed. I watched his hands, feet, chest, eyes, and understood everything: how they entered Novorossiysk, killed the bosses, looted the shops, entered homes and grabbed the women, who at first wept, scratched their own faces, scratched the men’s faces, but grew tame over time, the hussies, shut their eyes, squealed with pleasure. Women, after all! Then I began. After the very first words the Russian shouts, ‘Stop!’ Peasant type, you know, stodgy mind. What more could I want? I jump up, push back chairs and tables, begin to dance. Pooh! People have degenerated so damn far, blast ’em. They’ve abandoned their bodies; they’re stunned; they speak only with the mouth. But what can the mouth say; what can it say? If you’d seen this Russian, how he ate me up from top to bottom with his eyes, how he understood everything! Dancing, I narrated my manias, travels, how many times I got married, what skills I exercised—stonecutter in a quarry, miner, peddler, potter, komitadji, santouri player, hawker of roasted chickpeas, coppersmith, smuggler—how they locked me up in jail, how I broke away, how I got to Russia. He understood everything, everything, even if he was a peasant numbskull. My feet spoke, my hands spoke, my hair, my clothes, and a jackknife hanging from my sash—that, too. When I finally finished, the muttonhead peasant hugged me, kissed me, we filled our glasses again with vodka, laughed, cried, fell into each other’s arms. Dawn separated us and we stumbled off to bed. The next evening we came together again.

“You’re laughing, Boss? You don’t believe me? You’re saying to yourself, ‘Good God, what is this nonsense that this Sinbad the Sailor has been babbling about? Can dancing become conversation?’ Yet, on the other hand, I would stake my life on the fact that gods and devils do converse in this way. You’re feeling sleepy; I can tell. You’re very delicate and don’t have much staying power. Well, nighty-night; we’ll talk again tomorrow. I have a plan, an important plan. I’ll tell it to you in the morning. Now I’m going to smoke another cigarette and I might dunk my head in the sea. I’m on fire. I need to be extinguished. Good night.”

* * *

It took me a long time to close my eyes. “My life has gone to waste,” I kept thinking. “If only I could grasp a sponge and wipe out everything I have read, seen, heard, in order to go to Zorba’s school and begin to learn the great, true, alphabet! What an entirely different path I would be taking! At last I would be exercising my five senses—my skin in its entirety—to be able to enjoy and understand. I would learn to run, to wrestle, to swim, to gallop on horseback, to row a boat, to drive a car, to shoot a rifle. I would fill my soul with flesh, my flesh with soul, finally reconciling inside me those two primordial enemies.” Sitting up on my mattress, I kept thinking about my life going to waste. Looking through the opened door, I was able to make out Zorba dimly in the starlight; he was sitting on a rock like a roosting night owl and gazing at the sea. I envied him. “He has discovered truth,” I kept thinking; “he is the way forward.” In other ages, more primitive and creative ones, Zorba would have been an ethnic chief leading the way out in front, bushwhacking a new road with a machete. Or he would have been a celebrated troubadour going the rounds of aristocratic castles where everyone—lords, servants, ladies—would hang on his thick lips. In our own unenviable age he hangs around sheepfolds like a famished wolf, or debases himself by becoming some pen pusher’s buffoon.

Suddenly I saw Zorba get up. He undressed, threw his clothes on the pebbles, and dove into the sea. In the scant moonlight I was able to make out his head occasionally rising above the water and disappearing again; occasionally he let loose a cry: the barking of a dog, whinnying of a horse, crowing of a rooster. All alone, as he was in this deserted night, swimming in the sea, his soul was returning to its animal nature.

Although I was unaware of it, sleep gradually overcame me. Next morning, at dawn, I saw a fully rested, cheerful Zorba approach to pull me by the feet.

“Get up, Boss, so I can confess my plan to you,” he said. “Do you hear?”

“Yes.”

Coiling himself cross-legged on the ground, he began to describe to me how to set up an aerial runway from the top of the mountain to the seashore in order to bring down the timber we needed for our galleries and be able to sell anything left over for lumber. We had decided to rent a pine forest belonging to a monastery. Transport, however, was expensive and we were unable to find mules. Consequently Zorba had concocted a plan to fabricate an aerial runway out of heavy cable, stanchions, and pulleys. The tree trunks would be hung on the cable at the mountain’s summit and would be slung down to the seashore in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.

“Do you agree?” he asked me when he had finished. “Will you sign?”

“Yes, I’ll sign, Zorba. Let’s get going!”

Pleased, he put hot coals in the brazier for me, placed the briki on top, prepared my coffee, tossed a blanket over my feet so I wouldn’t get cold, and left.

“Today we are going to attack a new gallery. I found a vein—black diamonds!”

* * *

I opened my Buddha manuscript and plunged into my own galleries. I worked the entire day and felt increasingly unburdened, rescued. The emotions I felt—relief, pride, disgust—were complicated, but I worked on, overwhelmed, because I knew that as soon as I had completed this manuscript, had bound it together and added a seal, I would be free.

Hungry, I ate a few raisins, almonds, and a slice of bread. I was waiting for Zorba to come and bring with him all the goods that delight a person: gurgling laughter, fine conversation, a tasty meal.

He appeared toward evening. He cooked and we ate, but his mind was elsewhere, ruminating. He kneeled down, pinned some short sticks into the ground, stretched a string over them, and hung a match on some microscopic hooks, attempting to discover the proper slope for the cable in order to keep everything from being smashed to smithereens.

“If the slope is more than it should be,” he explained to me, “we’ve gone to the Devil. If it’s less, again we’ve gone to the Devil. We’ve got to find the exact slope that is faultless, and for that, Boss, what’s needed is intelligence and wine.”

“We have more than enough wine,” I said with a laugh. “But intelligence?”

Zorba guffawed. “Even Your Noble Highness does understand something, Boss,” he said, giving me a tender glance. Lighting a cigarette, he sat down to take a rest. We were slightly drunk again, which loosened his tongue. “If the aerial runway is successful,” he said, “let’s bring down the whole forest, open a sawmill to make boards, poles, and beams, earn heaps of money, rig up a three-masted schooner, vamoose, shake the dust off our feet, and sail around the world!” Zorba’s eyes were glowing, filled as they were with visions of distant women, cities, machinery, steamships, floodlit spectacles, imposing edifices. “I’ve got some gray hair, Boss, and my teeth are working loose; I don’t have time to spare. You’re young. You can be patient; I can’t. As I get older I become wilder, by God. Why do people sit there and keep telling me that old age tames a person, makes him lose his zest, stretch out his neck when he sees death and say, ‘Slaughter me, please, dear agha, so that I may become a saint’? As for me, as I get older I become wilder. I don’t quit. I want to eat up the whole wide world.”

Rising, he took the santouri down from its hook on the wall. “Come here, you demon,” he said to it. “Why are you sitting there on the wall, saying nothing? Let’s hear your voice!”

I never had my fill of watching the immense care and tenderness with which Zorba undid the cloth that cloaked his santouri, as though he were cleaning a fig or undressing a woman.

He placed the instrument on his knees and, leaning over it, fondled the strings ever so gently. You imagined that the santouri was being consulted regarding which tune the strings should play, that it was being begged to awaken, was being cajoled to come and provide companionship for his soul, which was upset because it was unable to withstand solitude. He began a song but it failed to come out right. Abandoning it, he started another; the strings squealed as though in pain, as though unwilling. Zorba leaned against the wall and sponged away the sweat that had suddenly gushed onto his brow. “It doesn’t want to,” he murmured, eyeing the santouri with fear. He carefully wrapped it up again as though it were a wild animal and he felt afraid of being bitten. Slowly rising, he hung it back on the wall.

“It doesn’t want to,” he murmured again. “I mustn’t force it.”

He sat down again on the ground, buried some chestnuts beneath the embers in the brazier, and filled our glasses with wine. He drank, drank again, shelled a chestnut and offered it to me. “Do you understand anything, Boss?” he asked me. “I’m at a loss. Everything has a soul, even wood and stones and the wine we drink and the ground we tread. Everything, everything, Boss.”

He raised his glass.

“Cheers!”

He emptied it, refilled it.

“Life—what a scamp it is!” he murmured. “The dirty scamp, just like Madame Bouboulina.”

I laughed.

“You listen to me, Boss. Don’t laugh! Yes, life is like Madame Bouboulina. She’s an old woman, yet the lousy two-timer has her attractions. She knows some tricks that sweep you off your feet. Close your eyes and you think you’re embracing a twenty-year-old girl. Ah-ha, she does become twenty years old, I tell you, when you’re potted and you snuff out the lights. You’ll tell me, nonetheless, that she has already gone halfway to rot, that she has done unbelievable things, had a go with admirals, sailors, boyish army privates, peasants, peddlers, priests, fishermen, policemen, schoolteachers, preachers, magistrates—but what does any of that mean? She forgets quickly enough, the filthy hooker, never remembers any lover, becomes—really does, I’m telling you—an innocent dove, an inexperienced sweetie-pie who blushes—listen to what I’m telling you!—yes, blushes and trembles as though it were the first time. Women are a mystery, Boss. They fall a thousand times and rise up virgin again a thousand times. Why? you’ll ask me. It’s because they don’t remember.”

“But the parrot remembers,” I said to tease him. It always caws a name that isn’t yours. Doesn’t that drive you mad? When you’re with her in seventh heaven and you hear the parrot squawking ‘Canavaro! Canavaro!’ don’t you feel like wringing its neck? The time has come for you to teach it to caw ‘Zorba! Zorba!’ ”

“Po po! Old rot, old regimes!” Zorba shouted, plugging his ears with his hands. “Wring the parrot’s neck—is that what I hear? But I go nuts when I hear it cawing the name you mention. Madame hangs the bird over her bed at night, ungodly good-for-nothing that she is. That rascal has eyes that bore holes through the darkness; it starts its ‘Canavaro! Canavaro!’ the moment it sees us at it. I swear to you, Boss—but how can the likes of you understand since you’ve been eaten up by those blasted books of yours—I swear to you that I immediately sense patent-leather shoes on my big feet, plumes on my head, and a sort of silken beard smeared with patchouli. Buongiorno! Buona sera! Mangiate macaroni? I become an honest-to-goodness Canavaro. I climb up onto my thousand-bullet-hole-riddled flagship. Fire-up in the boiler room! The cannonade is starting!”

Laughter took hold of Zorba. Winking his left eye, he gazed at me:

“Forgive me, Boss,” he said, “but I‘m like my grandpa, Captain Alexis, God bless his bones! When he was a hundred years old he would sit outside in front of his door in the evening in order to admire the girls going to fetch water at the well. But his eyes had dimmed; he couldn’t differentiate very well. So he would call to the girls: ‘Which one are you, darling?’ ‘Lenio, Mastrandonis’s daughter.’ ‘Come over, dear, and let me touch you. Don’t be afraid.’ The girl, choking back her laughter, approached. My grandpa laid his hand on the lass’s face and slid over it, groping tenderly, hungrily, with tears running down his face. ‘Why do you shed tears, Gramps?’ I asked him one day. ‘Eh, grandchild, is there any reason not to cry when I’m dying and leaving behind me so many beautiful young girls?’ ”

Zorba sighed. “ ‘Hey Gramps, you poor fellow,’ I said to him, ‘how well I understand you!’ I myself often sit and say to myself, ‘Ah, if only all the beautiful young girls could die together with me!’ But those sluts will remain alive, will live well, will be hugging and kissing while Zorba will have turned into dirt for them to stomp upon.”

He removed a few chestnuts from the embers and shelled them. Clinking our glasses, we continued to chomp away like two oversized rabbits and to drink oh so peacefully for an extended time, listening to the growls of the sea outside.


VII

The two of us spent quite some time around the brazier without speaking. Once again I assured myself that happiness is something simple and self-restrained—a glass of wine, a chestnut, a paltry brazier, the sea’s rumble, nothing else. The only requirement for one to sense that all this is happiness is to possess a heart that is also simple and self-restrained.

“How many times have you been married, Zorba?” I asked after some time.

Both of us were drunk, not so much from abundant wine as from abundant, indescribable happiness. We both understood, deeply, each in his own fashion, that we were two insignificant, short-lived insects well linked to the earth’s crust—insects that had discovered a comfortable corner next to a seashore, behind reeds, planks, and oil tins. We were squashed ever so closely together, yet we had pleasing, edible things in front of us while inside us we had tranquility, love, and safety.

Zorba did not hear my question. God knows on which sea—where my voice could not reach him—his mind was sailing. I extended my hand and touched him.

“How many times have you been married, Zorba?” I asked again.

This gave him a jolt. Having heard, he waved his massive hand.

“Oh my! Why are you sitting there now and raking up things like that?” he replied. “Am I not a human being? I, too, committed the Great Idiocy. May all married men forgive me, but that’s what I call marriage. Yes, I committed the Great Idiocy; I got married.”

“Fine. But how many times?”

Zorba thought for a moment, nervously scratching his neck.

“How many times?” he repeated finally. “Honestly once (the full gulp); half-honestly twice; dishonestly a thousand times, two thousand, three thousand—I didn’t keep a ledger.”

“Tell me, Zorba! Tomorrow is Sunday. We’ll shave, dress up, and go to Madame Bouboulina’s to live in clover! We don’t have work. Let’s have a fling tonight. Go on, tell me.”

“But what can I say? Does one talk about such things, Boss? Honest couplings are tasteless: food without pepper. What can I say? Is it a kiss when the saints admire you from the iconostasis and give you their blessing? In our village we say: ‘The only meat that tastes good is stolen meat.’ Your wife is not stolen meat. Dishonest couplings, on the other hand: how can anyone remember them? Does the rooster keep a ledger? Who cares! Why keep a record? Once upon a time, obviously when I was young, I had the quirk of taking a wisp of hair from every woman I bedded. Accordingly, I always had a pair of scissors with me; they were in my pocket even when I went to church. We’re human, after all, and you never know what might happen. So I collected the wisps—black, blond, brown, even some with a few gray hairs. I collected and collected. I stuffed a pillow, laid it on my bed and slept on it, but only in wintertime because in summer it ignited the fire in me. However, I detested it before long; you see, it began to stink. I burned it.”

Zorba laughed.

“Those wisps were my ledger, Boss,” he said. “They burned. I was fed up. I thought they’d be few, saw that there was no end to them, and threw away the scissors.”

“What about the half-honest couplings, Zorba?”

“Ah, those can be fun,” he answered, laughing hee-hee-hee. Hi there, my Slavic wife, may you live a thousand years! Freedom! There’s none of the ‘Where were you?’ ‘Why were you late?’ ‘Where did you sleep?’ She doesn’t ask you, nor do you ask her. Freedom!”

He reached for his glass, emptied it, shelled a chestnut. Munching away, he continued to speak:

“One was named Sofinka, the other Nousa. I met Sofinka in a large village near Novorossiysk. Winter. Snow. I was on my way to a mine. Passing through this village, I stopped. It was market day there; men and women had come down from all the surrounding villages to buy and sell at the bazaar. Lots of hunger. Terrible cold. People were dispensing with all they had, the whole kit and caboodle, even their icons, in order to buy bread. I was hanging around, as expected, when I see jumping out of a wagon a strapping village girl six feet high, with dark sea-blue eyes and amazing haunches—like a mare’s! I was stunned. ‘Oh you poor Zorba,’ I told myself; ‘you’re done for!’ I followed behind her, devouring her with my eyes—devouring her, but how could I ever get my fill of her backside swinging like church bells at Easter? ‘Why are you looking for a mine, stupid?’ my rationality kept asking. ‘Why go and get lost? Are you as fickle as a weather vane? Right here is the true mine. Dig in at full blast; open up galleries!’ The girl stopped to do some bargaining. She bought some wood, lifted it—good grief, what whopping arms those were!—and tossed it into her cart. She bought a little bread, five or six smoked fish. ‘How much are these?’ she asked. ‘So much!’ In order to pay, she removed from her ear one of her golden earrings. Lacking money, she was giving away her jewelry. At that point, I hit the roof. Was I going to allow a woman to give away her earrings, her trinkets, perfumed soap, a small bottle of lavender oil? If she gave those things, it would be the end of the world, as though a peacock’s feathers had been plucked. Would I have the heart to pluck a peacock? Never! ‘No, no, no,’ I said to myself, ‘as long as Zorba lives, that will never happen.’ I opened my bag and paid. It was the time when the ruble had become scrap paper. But you could buy a mule for a hundred drachmas, a woman for ten. Thus I paid. The strapping girl turned and looked at me. She took my hand to kiss it, but I drew it back. What did she take me for—a grandpa? She cried out ‘Spasiba! Spasiba!’—that means ‘Thank you! Thank you!’—and with a hop jumped into the cart, took hold of the reins, raised the whip. ‘Zorba,’ I thought then, ‘keep your wits about you, old boy, or you’ll lose her.’ With one bound I was in the cart, sitting next to her. She said nothing, didn’t even turn to see me. She snapped the whip at the horse and off we went. On the way I realized that I wanted her as my wife. We spoke with our eyes, our hands, our knees. To make a long story short, we reached her village, stopped outside an izba, and got down. The girl opened the gate with a push; we entered the yard. We unloaded the wood there, then brought the fish and bread into the room. A little old woman was sitting next to the extinguished hearth, shivering. She was wrapped up in sacks, rags, sheepskins, but still shivering. It was cold enough, I’m telling you, to make your fingernails fall out. I bent down, piled lots of wood in the hearth, lit a fire. The little old woman kept looking at me and smiling. Her daughter said something to her but I didn’t understand. I fanned the fire; the old lady warmed herself and came back to life. Meanwhile the girl was setting the table. She brought a little vodka; we drank it. She put embers in the samovar, brewed tea, we sat and ate, giving the old woman her share. Afterward the girl made the bed with clean sheets, lit the small lamp in front of the Virgin’s icon, crossed herself. Then she beckoned to me. We both kneeled in front of the old woman and kissed her hand. She placed her bony hands on our heads and murmured something. Apparently she was giving us her blessing. ‘Spasiba! Spasiba!’ I shouted and with one jump was in bed with the strapping girl.”

Zorba fell silent. Raising his head, he stared at the distance, toward the sea.

“Her name was Sofinka,” he said shortly, then fell silent again.

“Go on,” I said impatiently.

“There is no ‘go on’! What a mania you have, Boss, for ‘go on’ and ‘why’! For God’s sake, does one talk about such things? A woman is a refreshing spring. You bend over it, see your face reflected in the water, drink—you drink, and your bones grate. Afterward comes someone else who thirsts. He bends over in his turn, sees his face reflected, and drinks. After that, still another comes. That’s what it means to be a spring, what it means to be a woman.”

“Afterward, did you leave?”

“What did you want me to do? That was a spring, as we said; I was a passer-by. I took off again. I stayed three months with her, God bless her. No complaints. But after three months I remembered that I had set out for a mine. ‘Sofinka,’ I said to her one morning, ‘I have work to do. I must leave.’ ‘Fine,’ said Sofinka. ‘Go. I’ll wait one month for you. If you don’t come back in a month, I’m free. You’re free, too. With God’s blessing.’ I left.”

“Did you go back a month later?”

“How stupid can you be, Boss, if you don’t mind me asking,” Zorba shouted. “Go back—you must be kidding! Do these excommunicated hussies ever leave one in peace? A month later, in Kuban, I found Nousa.”

“Go on! Go on!”

“Another time, Boss. Poor things, we mustn’t mix them up. Here’s to Sofinka’s health.”

He downed the wine in one gulp.

“All right,” he said, leaning against the wall, “I’ll tell you about Nousa, too. Tonight my head is filled with Russia. Strike the sails! I’ll unload!”

Wiping his mustache, he poked the glowing embers.

“This one that we’re talking about, Nousa, I met in a village in the Kuban region. It was summertime out there. Mountains of watermelons and cantaloupes. I’d bend down to take one and no one would say to me, ‘Hey, what are you doing there?’ I’d cut it in half and bury my face in it. Everything’s in abundance out there near the Caucasus, Boss; everything’s loose, in bulk. You just choose and take. And not just cantaloupes or watermelons, as you might think, but also fish, butter—and women. You’re in the area, you see a watermelon, you take it; you see a woman, you take her. Not like here in the wretched Greek state where, if you pinch as much as a leaf of someone’s watermelon plant, the grower brings you to court and where, if you touch a woman, out comes her brother’s butcher knife to make mincemeat of you. Meanness, money-grubbing, what’s yours and what’s mine. Damn it, get lost, you scabby dogs! If a person wants to see nobility, let him go to Russia! Well, I was in the area of Kuban and I noticed a woman in a melon field. I liked her. You’d better know, Boss, that the Slavic woman isn’t like these cheap, selfish, self-seeking Greek women who sell you sex by the gram and do everything they can to slip it to you underweight, cheating you on the scales. The Slavic woman, Boss, has scales that measure overweight. She gives something extra in sleep, sex, and meals. She’s closely related to animals, closely related to the earth. She gives, gives in abundance, is not a skinflint like those trinket-selling Greek girls. ‘What’s your name?’ I ask her. You see, thanks to various women, I had learned a little Russian now. ‘Nousa. And yours?’ ‘Alexis. I like you very much, Nousa.’ She looks me over carefully, the way one examines a horse one is thinking to purchase. ‘You’re no slouch yourself,’ she says to me. ‘You’ve got all your teeth, a big mustache, broad shoulders, massive arms. I like you.’ We didn’t say much else, nor was there any need. We reached an agreement in a jiffy. I would go to her house that same night dressed in my best clothes. ‘Do you have a fur coat?’ Nousa asked me. ‘I do, but in such heat?’ ‘Never mind. Wear it to look impressive.’ So I got dressed up like a bridegroom that evening and carried the fur coat over my arm. Also taking a cane I had with a silver handle, I went. It was a large, village-style house with walled-in yards, cows, several winepresses, fires burning in the yard with cauldrons being heated. ‘What is this that you’re boiling over there?’ I asked. ‘Watermelon syrup.’ ‘And here?’ ‘Cantaloupe syrup.’ ‘Good grief, what’s going on here?’ I asked myself. ‘Did you ever imagine that here they’d be making cantaloupe syrup, over there watermelon syrup? The Promised Land! Away with poverty! Well done, Zorba! You’ve landed in the right place—like a mouse inside a goatskin sack filled with cheese.’ I went up the stairway: large wooden steps that creaked. On the top step stood Nousa’s father and mother dressed in a sort of green breeches with red sashes and thick tassels. Notables. They spread their arms. Mmmwah, smakkkk, smooooch—hugs and kisses. I was drowning in saliva. They spoke to me at breakneck speed; I didn’t understand a scrap. But what did that matter? I was able to see from their expressions that they held nothing against me. I go inside and what do I see? Fully spread tables loaded down like three-masted schooners. All the relatives were there, men and women, with Nousa standing in front, heavily made up, bedecked, plunging neckline, cleavage—like a schooner’s figurehead. She glittered with beauty and youth. On her head she wore a red kerchief, over her heart an embroidered hammer and sickle. ‘Good grief, Zorba, you rogue,’ I say to myself, ‘is that meat all yours? Is this the body you’ll be embracing tonight? God forgive the mother and father who spawned you!’ All of us, men and women, pitched headlong into the food and drink. We ate like pigs, drank like buffalos. ‘And the priest? Where’s the priest to bless us?’ I asked Nousa’s father, who was sitting next to me, his body steaming from so much food. ‘No priest,’ he answered, once again spattering me with his saliva. ‘No priest. Religion is opium for the masses.’ Having spoken, he stood up in a swaggering way, loosened his red sash, and raised his hand for silence. Holding his wineglass filled to the brim, he was looking straight into my eyes. He started to talk, talk, talk, making a speech to me. What was he saying? God only knows, and his soul, too. I was tired of standing. I began to feel dizzy and sat down again, pressing my knee against Nousa’s, to my right. The old man spoke and spoke, sweating. Everyone rushed up and embraced him to make him stop. He stopped. Nousa signaled to me: ‘Now, chum, it’s your turn. Speak!’ So I got up and made a speech half in Russian, half in Greek. What did I say? Damned if I knew. The only thing I remember is that at the end I plunged into the klephts’ ballads. I started without rhyme or reason to holler:

Klephts went off to a hill,

horses to steal their fill.

No horse was proper size,

So Nousa was their prize!

You can see, Boss, I changed it just a little to fit the circumstances.

They’re going, going, going

(come on, mommy; they’re going).

Ah, little Nousaki dear,

ah, little Nousaki dear,

Vaaaeee!

As I bellowed ‘Vaaaeee!’ I pounced on Nousa and kissed her. That was that! As though I had given, you might say, the signal they were waiting for—which is exactly what they wanted—several gangling redbeards darted to the lights and put them out. The women screamed, those foxy scamps, pretending they were afraid. But soon enough in the darkness laughter started, tee-hee, tee-hee, hee-hee-hee-hee, and giggling, naughty-naughty. Only God knew what happened, Boss. But I doubt that he did know, because if he had known he would have tossed his thunderbolt to incinerate all of us. Men and women in a hopeless tangle rolling on the floor. I kept searching for Nousa, but how could I find her? I found someone else and busted a gut with her. I got up in the morning to take my ‘wife’ and leave. It was still dark and I couldn’t see very well. I grabbed someone’s foot and pulled. It wasn’t Nousa’s. I grabbed another; that wasn’t hers either. Another. Still not hers. Another, another. It was a hard job but at long last I found Nousa’s foot, pulled it, and untangled her from two or three heavy lubbers who had flattened the poor thing out until she looked like pita bread. I woke her up. ‘Nousa,’ I said to her, ‘come on, let’s go.’ ‘Don’t forget your fur,’ she answered. ‘Let’s go.’ So we went.”

“Go on,” I said again, seeing Zorba fall silent.

“There you go again with your ‘go ons,’ ” said Zorba, irritated.

He sighed. “I lived with her for six months. Ever since then, by God, I’m not afraid of anything. Of anything, I tell you. Just one thing: that the Devil or God might erase those six months from my memory. Do you understand? Tell me you understand.”

Zorba closed his eyes. He seemed emotionally stricken. It was the first time I had seen him so completely gripped by a moment in the past.

“Did you love that woman so very much?” I asked after a short while.

Zorba opened his eyes.

“You’re young, Boss. What can you possibly understand? When you, too, grow some gray hair, come and let’s converse about that never-ending subject.”

“What never-ending subject?”

“Women! How many times do I need to tell you? Women are a never-ending business. Your fine self, today, is like the rooster who covers the hens in a flash and then swells its throat, hops up onto the dung heap, and crows its swaggering cock-a-doodle-doo. It doesn’t eye the hen, it eyes the hen’s wattle. What, then, God blast it to hell, can it know about love?”

He spat scornfully on the ground and turned away, not wishing to look at me.

“Go on, Zorba,” I said again. “What about Nousa?”

Gazing into the distance toward the sea, Zorba continued:

“One night,” he answered, “I returned home and did not find her. She had left. Some gorgeous hunk, a soldier boy, had shown up in the village the last few days and she went off with him. Gone! My heart broke in two. But that stinker, my heart, came back together again quickly enough. Have you ever seen the sort of ship’s sails that have been mended in a thousand places with red, yellow, and black patches sewn with a strong cord, so that these sails never tear again even in the greatest tempests? That’s what my heart is like. Pierced a thousand times, patched a thousand times, durable.”

“Weren’t you angry with Nousa, Zorba?”

“Why be angry? Say what you like, but a woman is something else, Boss, something else, not human. Why be angry? A woman is inexplicable, and all religious laws and secular ones, too, are wrong. They shouldn’t treat women the way they do. No! They treat them very cruelly, Boss, very unjustly. As for me, if it were ever my job to write laws, I’d make different ones for men and different ones for women. Ten, a hundred, a thousand decrees for men—they’re men, after all; they can bear it. Yet not a single decree for women because (how often do I need to tell you this, Boss?) a woman is a feeble creature. Here’s to Nousa’s health, Boss! Here’s to the health of women in general! And may the good Lord enable us men to grow wiser!”

He drank, raised his hand, then lowered it precipitously, as though it were gripping a hatchet.

“God must either enable us to grow wiser or perform an operation on us. Otherwise—listen to me, Boss—we’re doomed!”


VIII

It is raining today, slowly, gently; earth and heaven have combined with infinite tenderness. I recalled an Indian bas-relief in dark-gray stone: a man has thrown his arm around a woman and is making love to her with such delicacy and patient resignation that you think, given time’s effect of licking away the bodies and practically devouring them, you are observing two insects that have copulated. A fine rain has started, soaking their wings, and the earth is now peacefully swallowing these two dainty morsels still tightly entwined in each other’s arms.

I am sitting inside our hut watching the world misting over and the sea shimmering ash green. There is not a single soul from one end of the beach to the other, not a fishing boat’s sail, not a bird. Entering through our small open window is nothing but the aroma of soil.

I stand up and extend my hand into the rain, like a beggar. Suddenly I feel like breaking into tears. Sorrow from the damp earth rises into the depths of my being; it is not for me, not my own, but something deeper and darker. It is panic—the panic that must be felt by a carefree animal that suddenly, while grazing, intuits without seeing anything that it is totally blockaded and cannot escape.

I try to utter a cry, knowing that this will bring relief, but am ashamed to do so.

The clouds are continually falling. Looking out the window, I see that they have covered the lignite hill. The reclining woman’s face is submerged.

These entirely sorrowful hours of light rain are sensual, as if your soul, a butterfly, were being drenched and thereby forced to sink into the ground. Your mind is filled with all the bitter memories you have stored like rainwater in your heart: separation from friends, women’s smiles now erased, hopes with lost wings making those hopes resemble wingless butterflies reduced to worms that now creep over your heart’s essence, devouring it.

Rising out of the rain and saturated earth, my expatriate friend far away in the Caucasus slowly enters my heart once again. Taking up my pen, I bend over some paper and begin to speak with him in an effort to exorcise my sorrow by tearing apart the rain’s fishing net.

Dear friend, I am writing you from a deserted Cretan beach where fate and I have agreed (1) that I should live for a few months to play a game, the game of being a capitalist businessman, the manager of a lignite mine, and (2) that if the game succeeds I should then say that I did not indulge in a game but, rather, made a decisive decision that changed my life.

You’ll remember that you called me a paper gnawer when you were leaving. Well, I obstinately dug my heels in and decided to abandon paper and ink for a little while (or forever?) and to dive into the active life. I leased a small mountain containing lignite, obtained workmen, pickaxes, shovels, acetylene lamps, hampers, and wheelbarrows, opened up galleries, and am worming my way in. All this to spite you. So, by virtue of digging and making underground tunnels, your paper gnawer has become a mole.

I hope you approve of the change. Scoffing at me, you often say that you are my student. I profit from this, well knowing what is the true teacher’s profit and loss—namely, to attempt to learn whatever he can from his students, to smell out the direction taken by youth and set his soul’s prow in that same direction. This is how I ended up in Crete: by following my student’s teaching.

My pleasures here are great because they are extremely simple, composed as they are of the eternal elements: the outdoors, the sea, whole-wheat bread, and in the evening an amazing Sinbad the Sailor who sits cross-legged in front of me, opens his mouth, speaks, and makes the world expand. Sometimes, when he cannot be contained in words, he jumps up and dances; sometimes, when he cannot be contained even in dancing, he rests his santouri on his knees and begins to play. Occasionally the tune is wild and you feel like choking because you suddenly realize that your life has been insipid and shabby, unworthy of your human status. Occasionally the tune is sorrowful and you feel that life is passing, is running like sand through your fingers, and that salvation does not exist. My soul goes back and forth in my breast from one extreme to the other like a weaver’s shuttle. Right now it is weaving these few months that I am going to spend in Crete. God forgive me, but I consider myself happy.

Confucius says: “Many seek a happiness higher than the human being; others seek one lower. But happiness is the same height as the human being.” That is true. Accordingly, there are as many different forms of happiness as there are different human heights. That, my dear student and teacher, is my current happiness. I measure it, measure it again, ill at ease, in order to ascertain my current height—for, as you well know, a man’s height does not always remain the same. Indeed, how it changes! A person’s soul varies according to climate, to silence, to solitude versus companionship. Viewing people from my solitude here, I do not consider them to be ants, as you certainly must. I consider them to be the opposite: behemoths, dinosaurs, and pterodactyls living in an atmosphere saturated with carbonic acid and piles of cosmogonic decay—an inexplicable, nonsensical, woeful jungle. The concepts “fatherland” and “nation” that you so adore and the concepts “super-fatherland” and “humanity” that I find so captivating acquire the same value in this omnipotent atmosphere of decay. We sense that we are wound up like a clock in order to pronounce various syllables, sometimes not even syllables but inarticulate cries, an “ah!” or an “oh!” after which we break apart. If you open the bellies of even the greatest ideas, you discover that these, too, are dolls overstuffed with roughage, and that contained within the roughage, skillfully inserted, is a spring made of tin.

You are well aware that these extremely cruel thoughts not only fail to shock me; they are, on the contrary, the indispensable kindling for my inner flame because, as my teacher Buddha asserts, “I have seen.” Since I have seen and have reached an understanding with my eyes closed to the invisible theatrical director who is so filled with joviality and imagination, I am able at last to play my role on earth, to play it perfectly—that is, with coherence and without loss of courage—because this role was not given me by The One who wound me up but was the result of my own volition, my own self-winding. Why? Because I have seen and because I have collaborated on the play in which I am acting on this stage controlled by Lord God Karaghiozis.

Consequently, ranging my vision across the worldwide stage, I see you out there in the legendary haunts of the Caucasus also playing a role, struggling to save many thousands of our countrymen who are in danger. You are a false Prometheus who will nevertheless suffer true ordeals imposed by dark forces—ones which you oppose and by which you yourself are opposed: hunger, cold, illness, death. Since you are proud, I believe that you will rejoice that these dark forces are so many and so overpowering, because in this way your purpose becomes more heroic and your soul’s campaign acquires more tragic grandeur, seeing that it is almost without any hope at all of succeeding.

Surely you must consider such a life a happy one. Since you do consider it so, it indeed is. You, too, have cut your happiness to match your height. Right now your height is greater than mine, glory be to God. A good teacher could not wish a grander recompense than this: to make his student greater than himself.

As for me, I often forget, scoff, go astray. My belief is a mosaic of unbeliefs. Sometimes I feel like gaining one brief moment and losing my entire life. You, however, keep the rudder steady. Even in the sweetest of fatal moments, you do not forget the direction in which you have aimed your prow.

Do you remember once when we were traveling through Italy on our way back to Greece? You’ll recall that we had arrived at a decision concerning the Pontus, which was then in danger, and were on our way to carry out this decision. We got off the train in a small city, briefly, because we did not have time, just one hour until our other train arrived. We entered a thickly foliaged, deeply green park near the station. There were broad-leafed trees, bananas, reeds darkly metallic in color, a swarm of bees on a flowering branch trembling with the pleasure of being suckled. We walked along in silence, swept away, as though in a dream. And behold! At a turn in the flowery path, two young girls were walking and reading. I don’t remember whether they were beautiful or plain. All I remember was that one of them was a blonde, the other a brunette, and that both were wearing springtime blouses. With the audacity that one possesses in dreams, we approached and you said to them with a laugh: “No matter what you are reading, we will be pleased to discuss it with you.” They were reading Gorky. We began to talk at breakneck speed because we did not have much time. We talked about life, poverty, about the soul’s resistance, about love. I shall never forget the joy we felt and also the pain. It was as though we and these two unknown girls were all old friends, former lovers, as though we were responsible for their souls and bodies and were in such a hurry because in a few moments we would leave them forever. Tempestuous plunder and death wracked the air. Our train arrived and whistled, jolting us awake as though from sleep. We shook hands. How will I ever forget the tight, desperate clasp of our hands, the ten fingers, poor things, that did not wish to part. One of the girls was deathly pale, the other trembling with laughter.

I remember that I then said to you: “What is the meaning of Greece and duty? The truth is here!” And you replied: ‘Greece and duty mean nothing; yet let us willfully die for that nothing.”

But why am I writing all of this to you? It is to assure you that I have not forgotten anything that we experienced together. Also, it is to find at last the opportunity to disclose via a letter what was not feasible for me to disclose when we were together, owing to the good or bad habit of constraint that we then assumed. Now that you are not in front of me and cannot view the expression on my face, and now that I am in no danger of appearing tenderhearted or ridiculous, I say to you that I love you exceedingly.

Having finished the letter and having conversed thereby with my friend, I felt relieved. I called Zorba. He was trying out different slopes for the aerial runway, crouching beneath a boulder to keep out of the rain.

“Come on, Zorba,” I called to him. “Get up. Let’s take a walk to the village.

“You’re in a good mood, Boss. It’s raining. Why don’t you go yourself?”

“Yes, I am in a good mood, and I don’t want to lose it. When we’re together, I have no fear of that. Come on.”

He laughed.

“I’m glad you need me. Let’s go!”

He put on the Cretan-style woolen cloak with the pointed hood that he had been given. We started out, wallowing in mud.

The rain continued. Mountaintops were covered over. No wind. Stones shiny. The low lignite mountain was smothered in fog. One could say that the hill’s female face had lost consciousness beneath the rain and was wrapped in human sorrow.

“Rainfall affects the human heart,” Zorba declared. “Don’t fuss with it in bad weather.” He bent down to the bottom of a hedgerow, picked the first wild daffodils and gazed at them avidly for a long time as though he were viewing daffodils for the first time. Smelling them with closed eyes and sighing, he handed them to me. “If only we knew, Boss, what stones say, and flowers, and the rain!” he remarked. “They might be calling, calling us, and we don’t hear them—just as we call them and they don’t hear. When will people’s ears open, Boss? When will we open our eyes to see, when open our arms so that all of us—stones, flowers, rain, and human beings—might embrace? What do you say, Boss? What do your treatises say?”

“God blast them to hell!” I replied, employing one of Zorba’s favorite expressions. “God blast them to hell. That’s what they say; nothing else.”

Zorba clutched my arm. “Let me tell you an idea of mine, Boss, but don’t get angry. Make a pile of all your treatises and set them on fire. Then, who knows, since you’re not stupid and you’re basically a good person, perhaps even you might be able to accomplish something.”

“True, true!” I shouted to myself. “True, but I cannot do it.”

Zorba hesitated a moment, thinking. Then: “As for me, I do understand something,” he said.

“What is it? Speak up, Zorba!”

“How do I know? It seems to me that I do understand something. Yet if I feel like revealing it, it will be spoiled. Some day, if I feel right, I’ll dance it for you.”

It started to rain hard now. We were entering the village. Young girls were bringing the sheep back from pasture; the plowmen had unyoked their oxen, leaving their fields half-plowed; wives were collecting their children from alleyways. The village had been overcome by a pleasant panic owing to the unexpected downpour. The women were screeching with laughter in their eyes; large raindrops hung from the men’s wedge-shaped beards and their curved mustaches. Earth, stones, and grass were piquant.

Soaking wet, we slipped into the Modesty Café and Butcher Shop. Full house. Several groups of three were playing the card game Russian Preference; several pairs were conversing in stentorian voices, as though each of the pair were standing on an opposite mountaintop. The village notables were enthroned in front of a small table on a sort of mezzanine, in the back of the café, composed of planks. Uncle Anagnostis was there in his wide-sleeved white shirt, Mavrandonis, silent and austere, smoking a hubbly-bubbly, his eyes nailed to the floor, the lanky, middle-aged schoolteacher leaning on his thick staff and listening with a condescending smile to a hairy colossus who had just then returned from Iraklio and was relating the great city’s marvels. The café’s proprietor, leaning over his counter, was listening and laughing while he kept his attention glued to various briki pots lined up on burning embers. As soon as we entered, Uncle Anagnostis rose up reverentially to welcome us.

“Come over here, friends,” he said. “Sfakianonikolis is telling us about everything he saw and everything that happened to him in Iraklio. He’s amusing. Come and listen.”

He turned to the proprietor.

“Two rakis, Manolakas,” he said.

We sat down. The herdsman, a social novice, shrank into himself and fell silent as soon as he saw strangers.

“So you also went to the theater, did you, Captain Nikolis?” the teacher asked him in order to make him talk. “How was it, then?”

Sfakianonikolis extended his large hand, clenched his mug of wine and downed it in a single gulp, gathering up courage.

“Sure thing. Not go to the theater?” he shouted. “I went, for real. And I heard about the chicken, Kotopouli, and more chicken, Kotopouli, and one night I cross myself and say ‘I want to go, by my faith, I want to go, I want to see her, me, too. Why the Devil is it they call her Chicken!”

“So what did you see there, Nikolis?” asked Uncle Anagnostis. “For God’s sake, what did you see?”

“What didn’t I see! Stuff! By God and my soul, stuff! What a shame: all that money I gave. It was a whole coffeehouse, round, like a threshing floor, packed full with chairs and candleholders and people. I was flummoxed, dazzled, couldn’t see straight. ‘What the Devil,’ I said, ‘this place is hexing me, I’m leaving!’ But a piece of baggage takes hold of my hand. ‘Where’re you taking me, you?’ I says to her, but she leads me on, leads me some more, then turns and says, ‘Sit down!’ I sit down. People in front of me, people in back of me, people to the left and right of me. ‘Good God, I’ll suffocate,’ I say to myself; ‘it’s stifling; there’s no air in here.’ I turn to the man next to me. ‘Hey, friend, where is the preeema donnella going to appear from?’ I ask him. ‘From inside there,’ he tells me, and shows me the curtain. So, like everyone else, I pin my eyes on the curtain. And it’s for real. A bell rings, the curtain opens, and out comes the one called Chicken. But, by God, this one is no chicken; she’s a woman—a woman with all her belongings. She wags her tail, wags it up and down, and up and down again, and then everyone gets tired of her, they applaud her, and she goes inside.”

The villagers were laughing ha-ha-ha. Sfakianonikolis, angered and ashamed, turned toward the door.

“It’s raining,” he said to change the subject.

All the others also turned toward the door. Exactly then—the work of the Devil it was—exactly then a woman passed at a run, her black skirt held up to her knees, her hair spread loosely over her shoulders. She was plump, with mincing hips, her clothes clinging to her and revealing a crisp, provocative body resembling a fresh fish.

I gave a start. What is this wild beast? She seemed to me like a man-eating tigress.

The woman turned for a moment and cast a sword-sharp glance into the café. Her flushed face was glowing, her eyes quick-moving, radiant.

“Panaghia!” whispered a downy-cheeked adolescent who was sitting near the windowpane.

“Damned fireball, damn you to hell!” roared Manolakas, the rural field guard. “You start a flame in our trouser legs and never put it out.”

The adolescent near the windowpane began to sing, at first softly, hesitantly, his voice growing increasingly hoarse until he was croaking:

The widow’s pillow smells fragrantly like quince,

I smelled it too; my mind’s untamèd ever since.

“Shut up!” screamed Mavrandonis, raising the pipe of his hubbly-bubbly.

The adolescent shrank back. An elderly man with long hair sticking out leaned over to Manolakas, the rural field guard.

“Your uncle is furious again,” he said softly. “If she ever fell into his hands he’d slice her into strips and more strips. Poor thing! May God grant her a long life!”

“Eh, old Androulios,” said Manolakas, “I believe you, too, have gotten caught in the widow’s skirt. For shame, since indeed you’re a lamplighter in church.”

“What I just told you: may God look after her! Have you seen the babies being born in this village nowadays? They aren’t human children; they’re angels. Why do you suppose? Thanks to the widow! The whole village has her as its seductive lover, you know. When you extinguish the lamp you believe that you’re embracing the widow, not your wife. That’s why the village is turning out such fine babies, as you know.”

Old Androulios hesitated a moment. Then: “All power to the thighs that squeeze her!” he whispered. “Eh, friend, I wish I were like Mavrandonis’s Pavlis, twenty years old.”

“Any minute now we’ll see the sun come out again,” someone said, laughing.

Everyone looked toward the door. It was still raining cats and dogs, the water cackling as it hit the paving stones, lightning slicing through the air every so often. Zorba, still confused by the widow’s passage, turned to me and nodded:

“It stopped raining, Boss. Let’s go.”

Standing at the doorway was a youthful, barefooted, mussy-haired man with huge frenetic eyes, looking just like the iconographers portray John the Baptist, his vision bloated by hunger and prayer.

“Welcome, Mimithos!” several men shouted, laughing.

Every village has its idiot, and if it does not have one it creates one to help it pass the time. Mimithos was this village’s idiot.

“Villagers,” Mimithos shouted in his stuttering, effeminate voice, “villagers, widow Sourmelina has lost her ewe. Whoever finds it gets six kilos of wine as a reward.”

“Get out of here, hobgoblin!” came from Mavrandonis’s voice again. “Out of here!”

Mimithos, frightened, rolled up into a ball in the corner, next to the door.

“Sit down, friend Mimithos, and drink a raki so you won’t catch cold,” said old Anagnostis, feeling sorry for him. “What would become of our village if we didn’t have a lunatic?”

A young man with colorless fuzz-covered cheeks and faded blue eyes appeared at the doorway, out of breath, his dripping hair pasted to his forehead.

“Welcome, Pavlis!” shouted Manolakas. “Welcome, cousin! Come and join our group of friends.”

Mavrandonis turned, saw his son, frowned. “Is that my son?” he must have thought. “That milquetoast? Who the hell does he resemble? I feel like grabbing him by the scruff of his neck and banging him down on a stone like an octopus.”

Zorba was sitting on hot embers. The widow had fired up his mind. These four walls could no longer contain him.

“Let’s go, Boss, let’s go,” he kept repeating to me. “We’ll crack up in here.”

To him it seemed as though the clouds had scattered and the sun had appeared.

He turned to the proprietor:

“That widow, who is she?” he asked, feigning indifference.

“A mare,” replied Kondomanolios.

Placing his finger over his lips, he indicated Mavrandonis with his eyes, who had once again nailed his glance to the floor.

“A mare,” he repeated. “Better not speak about her, to avoid cause for sin.”

Mavrandonis stood up, wrapping the smoking pipe around the neck of his hubbly-bubbly.

“I beg your pardon,” he said. “I’m going home. Come here, Pavlis. Follow me!”

Taking his son, he went out in the lead and both disappeared into the rain. Manolakas stood up in his turn and followed behind them.

Kondomanolios immediately enthroned himself in Mavrandonis’s seat.

“Mavrandonis, the poor wretch, will explode because of this trouble,” he said softly, so that the neighboring tables could not hear. “A huge fire invaded his home. I myself overheard with my own ears Pavlis saying to him, ‘If I can’t have her as my wife, I’ll kill myself.’ But that shameless vixen doesn’t want him. She tells him, ‘Beat it, Snot Nose!’ ”

“Let’s go, Boss,” Zorba said again. The more he heard about the widow, the more inflamed he became.

The roosters had begun to crow; the rain lightened a bit.

“Yes, let’s go,” I said, rising.

Mimithos, rushing over from his corner, took to his heels behind us.

The stones were shining, the drenched doors had become coal black, old women came out with baskets to collect snails.

Mimithos, approaching me, touched my arm. “Give me a cigarette, Boss,” he said, “so you’ll always be lucky in love.”

I gave him one. He held out his skinny, sunburned hand: “And give me a light.”

I lighted his cigarette for him. He inhaled down to his intestines and expelled the smoke through his nostrils, his eyes half-closed. “Pasha!” he murmured in satisfaction.

“Where are you going?”

“To the widow’s orchard. She said she’d give me something to eat if I acted as town crier for her ewe.”

We were walking quickly. The clouds had opened a little and the sun had appeared. The entire village was freshly washed and laughing.

“Do you like the widow, Mimithos?” asked Zorba, his lower jaw hanging open.

Mimithos went hee-hee-hee. “Why shouldn’t I like her, friend? Didn’t I, too, come out of a sewer?”

“Out of a sewer?” I asked, at a loss. “What do you mean, Mimithos?”

“Well, from a mother’s belly.”

I was startled. Only a Shakespeare, I thought, could in his most creative moments find an expression so raw and realistic to expose the entire dark, filthy mystery of birth.

I looked at Mimithos. His eyes were large, distended, and slightly crossed. “How do you spend your day, Mimithos?”

“How do I spend it? Like a pasha. I wake up in the morning and eat some bread. Then chores, whatever and wherever. I run errands, lug turds, collect horseshit. I have a rod and go fishing. I stay with my aunt Lenio, the hired mourner. You must know of her; everyone does. She was even photographed. When night falls, I go back home, eat a bowlful of food, drink a little wine if there is any, and if there isn’t, then God’s water, enough to give me a bloated belly. After that, good night.”

“Aren’t you going to get married like all the others, Mimithos?”

“I, get married? Have I gone gaga? What are you talking about, friend? Should I load my mind with trouble? A wife wants shoes. Where can I find any? Look: I walk barefoot.”

“You don’t have boots?”

“You bet I have a pair. Someone died last year and my aunt Lenio pulled some off his legs. I wear them every Easter, go to church, and watch the priests’ escapades to pass the time, without paying much attention. Afterward I remove the boots, hang them around my neck, and go back home.”

“What do you like, Mimithos, better than anything else in the world?”

“Number one: bread. I love it! Nice and warm, and whole wheat. Even better if it’s barley bread. Number two: wine. Number three: sleep.”

“And women?”

“Ptoooey! Eat, drink, and off to bed, I tell you. All the rest: trouble.”

“And the widow?”

“To hell with her for your own good!” He spat three times and crossed himself.

“Do you know how to read and write?”

“No way! They forced me to go to school when I was very young. But I soon caught typhus and became retarded. That’s how I escaped.”

Zorba was growing tired of my questioning. His mind was focused on the widow. “Boss,” he said, grasping my arm. He turned to Mimithos: “You go on ahead,” he commanded him. “We need to talk privately.”

He lowered his voice, apparently moved. “Boss, I’m counting on you not to shame the male sex. The God-Devil sends you this delicious appetizer; you’ve got teeth; don’t overlook it. Reach out and take it. Why did the Creator give us hands? For grasping! So, grasp! I’ve seen lots of women in my life, but this widow wipes out whole cities, blast her!”

“I don’t want trouble,” I replied testily, angry because I, too, had yearned for the all-powerful body that had passed in front of me like a wild animal in rut, reeking of musk.

“You don’t want trouble!” said Zorba, stupefied. “So what do you want, Boss?”

I did not answer.

“Life is trouble; death isn’t,” Zorba continued. “Do you know the definition of being alive? To undo your belt and look for trouble.”

I said nothing. I knew that Zorba was right—knew it, but did not dare. My life had taken the wrong path; my contact with fellow humans had ended up as an internal monologue. My degeneration was so great that if I were to choose between loving a woman or reading a good book about love, I would choose the book.

“Stop calculating, Boss,” Zorba continued. “Forget numbers, break those disgusting scales, close the grocer’s shop. Now is the time for you either to save your soul or ruin it. Listen, Boss, take a handkerchief and tie two or three British pounds in it—but gold coins, not paper money, which doesn’t dazzle the sight. Send them with Mimithos to the widow, instructing him what to say: ‘Greetings from the boss of the lignite mine and he says please take the handkerchief—not much but offered with lots of love. And he says not to fret about the ewe; don’t worry if it’s lost. We are here, so don’t be afraid. He says he saw you going by the café and his mind is all bewildered.’ Like that! And immediately afterward, tomorrow evening—haste does not make waste!—you knock on her door. You lost your way, tell her. It’s getting dark. Can she lend you a lantern. Or you’ve suddenly felt dizzy, you tell her, and you’d like a glass of water. Or, even better, you buy another ewe and take it to her. ‘Here, madam, is the ewe that you lost,’ you tell her; ‘I found it.’ And the widow—listen now to me, Boss—the widow will give you the finder’s reward and you will enter Paradise on horseback, I tell you. (O God! if only I were on the rump of your horse!) No other Paradise exists, my poor friend. Don’t listen to the priests. No other Paradise exists!”

We were coming close to the widow’s orchard, for Mimithos sighed and began in his feminine voice to sing his pain:

The man needs wine, the child a toy

the boy a girl, the girl a boy.

Zorba lengthened his stride. His nostrils were quivering. Stopping and taking a deep breath, he gazed at me: “Well?” he asked, and waited anxiously.

“Keep going!” I answered curtly, walking faster.

Zorba shook his head and grunted something that I did not hear.

When we reached the hut, he sat down cross-legged, laid the santouri on his knees and raised his head, plunging into deep thought. Apparently he was selecting which songs to play. He began an extremely bitter, whining tune. From time to time he gave me a slantwise glance and stared at me. I felt that what he could not say to me with words (or preferred not to) he was saying to me with the santouri—that my life was going to waste, that the widow and I were two insects living for a split second in sunlight and then lying dead for eternity. Last chance! Last chance!

Zorba stood up all of a sudden, having suddenly realized that he was wasting his time. Leaning against the wall, he lit a cigarette. After a little: “Boss, I’m going to reveal to you something that a hodja once told me in Thessaloniki—reveal it to you even if it goes to waste. I was a peddler then in Thessaloniki. I went around to various neighborhoods and sold bobbins, needles, saints’ lives, frankincense, pepper. I had a nightingale’s voice. You must know that women go nuts over a voice, the bitches, no matter whose it is. Only the Devil knows what goes on in their guts. You can be ugly, lame, a hunchback, and women are driven mad if you have a sweet voice and can sing. So I was going around hawking things even in the Turkish quarter. Some wealthy Turkish lady was apparently captured by my voice, indeed dazed. She called an elderly hodja and dumped a pile of Turkish gold pounds into his palms. ‘Aman!’ she said to him, ‘call the infidel peddler to come, aman! I want to see him. I can’t stand it any longer!’ The hodja came and found me. ‘You, young Greek,’ he says, ‘come with me.’ ‘I’m not coming,’ I say to him. ‘Where do you want to take me?’ ‘A Turkish woman, you young Greek, a woman like cold water, is waiting for you in her room. Come!’ But I knew that they murdered Christians at night in the Turkish quarter. ‘No, I’m not coming,’ I tell him. ‘Don’t you fear God, you infidel?’ ‘Why should I fear God?’ ‘Because, you young Greek, whoever has the chance of sleeping with a woman and does not sleep with her commits a great sin. If a woman calls you to her bed and you do not go, your soul is destroyed! That woman will sigh at the moment of God’s great judgment and that sigh of the woman’s will throw you down into hell no matter who you are and how many good things you have done.’ ”

Zorba groaned. “If hell exists, I’ll go to hell, and that will be the cause—not because I stole, killed, committed adultery. No! No! Those sins are nothing; God forgives them. But I’ll go to hell because on that night a woman was waiting for me in bed and I did not go.”

He rose, lighted a fire, prepared to cook. Looking at me askance, he smiled disdainfully: “There are none so deaf as those who refuse to hear!” he murmured. Leaning over the fire, he began angrily to fan the damp wood.


IX

The days were growing continually shorter, the light departing sooner. Each late afternoon the human heart felt stricken. The primordial fear of primitive peoples, when they observed the sun setting earlier and earlier during the winter months, was returning. “Tomorrow’s sunset will be definitive,” they concluded in despair, and they remained awake the entire night on some hill, trembling, waiting in anguish to see if the sun would or would not appear.

Zorba experienced this anguish more deeply and primitively than I did. To escape, he would not venture out of the subterranean galleries he had opened until stars were shining in the sky.

Luckily, he had succeeded in finding a good vein whose lignite did not produce much ash, was minimally damp, and rich in BTU. He was greatly satisfied because in his mind this vein was transformed in a lightning flash into profits that would produce voyages, women, and new adventures. He lay awake wondering when he would earn a great amount, would grow numerous wings—“wings” was the name he gave to money—and be able to fly. This is why he spent entire sleepless nights with his miniature aerial runway rehearsing various slopes in order to discover the correct angle to allow the logs to descend “soft and smooth” (in his words), as though being upheld by angels.

At one point he took colored pencils and a large sheet of paper in order to draw the mountain, the forest, the runway, and the descending logs hooked to the cable, each with a pair of large blue wings extending to the left and right. In the small circular harbor he drew black ships with green-colored sailors resembling little parrots, and barges loaded with yellow tree trunks. Four monks stood at the drawing’s corners with rose-pink ribbons issuing from their mouths on which was written in large capital letters: “LORD, THOU ART GREAT, AND MARVELOUS ARE THY WORKS!”

These past few days Zorba lit the fire in a hurry, cooked, we ate, and he disappeared along the path to the village, returning after a while with a gloomy expression.

“Where did you go this time, Zorba?” I would ask him.

“None of your fucking business, Boss!” he would reply, and change the subject.

One evening when he returned, he asked me with anguish: “Does God exist or does he not exist? What says Your Highness? And if God does exist (everything is possible, after all) how do you imagine him?”

Shrugging my shoulders, I did not answer.

“As for me, Boss, don’t laugh, but I imagine God to be exactly like me. Only taller, stronger, crazier—and immortal. He sits on soft sheepskins, loafing, and his hut is heaven, made not with oil tins, like ours, but with clouds. In his right hand he holds neither a sword nor scales, which are implements for murderers and greengrocers, but a huge sponge filled with water, like a rain cloud. Paradise is to his right, hell to his left. A soul comes, poor wretch, stark naked because it lost its body and is shivering. God observes it, laughing surreptitiously under his mustache while pretending to be a bogeyman. ‘Come here, you,’ he says to the soul, deepening his voice, ‘come here, accursed one!’ He begins the interrogation. The soul falls at God’s feet, shouting, ‘Aman aman! I have sinned!’ Then it takes off, with passion, reciting its sins, more and more of them, endlessly. God is bored. He yawns. ‘Stop, stop!’ he shouts at it. ‘Stop already! You’re driving me nuts with your racket.’ And—fapp!—he gives a swipe with the sponge and erases all the sins. ‘Make tracks out of here for Paradise,’ he tells the soul. ‘Hey Peter, put this poor fellow in with the others.’ What you’ve got to know, Boss, is that God is a great nobleman. That’s what nobility means: to forgive.”

That evening, when Zorba enumerated all this for me, I remember that I scoffed. From then on, however, this divinely softhearted, generous, omnipotent “nobility” kept acquiring fleshly solidity within me.

Another evening when it was raining and we were huddled up in our shed roasting chestnuts on the brazier, Zorba turned, eyed me for quite some time as though wishing to rake up some great secret, and finally, unable to restrain himself, said, “I’d like to know, Boss, what the Devil you find in me that keeps you from picking me up by the ear and throwing me out. I told you that among other things I’m called Mildew Fungus because wherever I go I reduce everything to the dust and black smut of the land of Midian. Your work will go to pot. Get rid of me, I’m telling you!”

“I like you,” I answered. “Don’t ask further.”

“But don’t you realize, Boss, that my head isn’t screwed on right? Maybe it’s screwed on too tight, maybe not tight enough, damned if I know. But it’s not on right, that’s for sure. Look, you’ll understand if I tell you about that widow: for days and nights now, she’s not left me in peace. Not because of me, no way, I swear to you. As for me, how the hell could I ever get her? I know for certain I’ll never touch her; she’s too big a bite for me. But I don’t want her to go to waste, don’t want her to sleep alone. That’s really unjust, Boss, and my heart cannot stand it. I go out at night and roam around her orchard—that’s why you miss me and ask where I go. Do you know why? It’s to see if anyone goes in there and sleeps with her, so I can calm down.”

I laughed.

“Don’t laugh, Boss! If a woman sleeps alone, the blame falls on us men, on all of us. The next morning we’ll be required, every one of us, to explain ourselves at God’s judgment proceedings. As we said, God holds a sponge and forgives every sin except this one, which he does not forgive. Woe to the man, Boss, who could have slept with a woman and did not; woe to the woman who could have slept with a man and did not. Do not forget what the hodja told me.”

He remained silent for a moment, then suddenly asked: “When a person dies, can he be born again?”

“I don’t believe so, Zorba.”

“Nor do I. But if he could, then the men we’re talking about now, those who refused to be of service, the deserters, let’s say, will return to earth as—Do you know how they’ll return? As mules, which are generally infertile.”

He remained still again, thinking. Suddenly his eyes sparkled. “Who knows?” he began happily. “Perhaps all the mules one sees in the world today are those people, the nitwits who, while they lived, were men without being men, women without being women, and therefore became mules. That’s why those animals are so pigheaded and kick so much. What does Your Highness say, Boss?”

“That your head is not screwed on tight enough, Zorba,” I answered with a laugh. “Get up and fetch the santouri.”

“No santouri tonight, Boss, with all due respect. I’m talking and talking, mouthing nonsense. Do you know why? Because I have many concerns, great worries. The new gallery, blast it, is going to make me cook up some new jobs. And you want me to play santouri!”

Having spoken, he extricated chestnuts from the glowing embers, gave me a handful, and filled our glasses with raki.

“May God weigh down the right-hand scale,” I said, clinking.

“May God weigh down the left-hand scale,” corrected Zorba. “Up to now we haven’t seen any progress on the right-hand side.”

He downed the liquid fire all at once and lay down on his mattress.

“Tomorrow,” he said, “I’ll need lots of strength. I need to wrestle with thousands of demons. Good night!”

* * *

Bright and early the next day Zorba buried himself in the lignite mine. The workers had progressed with the new gallery inside the good vein. Water was dripping from the ceiling; the men were floundering in mud.

Zorba had brought in some logs a few days earlier to provide trussed support for the gallery, but he was worried. The logs were not thick enough. With that faultless instinct of his that made him experience the entire underground labyrinth with such immediacy, he felt that the props were not secure. He heard—still too faintly to be noticed by the others—the ceiling’s rigging creak as though it were sighing on account of the weight above. In addition, something else made Zorba even more ill at ease today. The moment he was preparing to go down into the gallery, the village priest, Father Stephanos, astride his mule, was going by on his way to the neighboring nunnery to administer last rites to a dying sister. Zorba, as soon as he saw him, fortunately managed to spit three times into his shirt before speaking to him. “Good morning, Father,” he’d replied apathetically to the priest’s greeting. A moment later, in a whisper: “Get thee behind me, Satan, and stay there!” Feeling, however, that this exorcism was not sufficient to dismiss potential calamity, he slipped, still upset, into the new gallery, which was rank with the pungent odors of lignite and acetylene. The workers had already begun a few days earlier to shore up the gallery with supporting logs. Zorba bid them good morning brusquely, grumpily. Rolling up his sleeves, he began to work.

A dozen or so workers were striking the vein with their pickaxes, producing piles of coal at their feet. Other workers were shoveling this up and carrying it out in small wheelbarrows. Zorba stopped for a moment and gestured to them. He pricked up his ears. Just as a mounted rider becomes one with his horse, a captain one with his ship, so Zorba merged with the mine and felt the galleries branching out like veins in his insides. He was the very first to intuit with human clarity what the mountain’s dark mass had prevented him from foreseeing. Accordingly, he stretched out his huge ear and listened intently.

I arrived at that precise moment. It was as though I had received some disturbing presentiment and been prodded by some hand. I had leaped up from sleep, had dressed, and had flown outside not knowing why, or where I was headed; yet my body unhesitatingly followed the path toward the lignite, and I arrived precisely when a worried Zorba was stretching out his ear and listening.

“It’s nothing,” he said after a moment. “I had thought—. To work, men!”

Turning and seeing me, he puckered up his lips: “What are you doing here first thing in the morning, Boss?” Then, coming close to me, he softly hissed, “Why don’t you go up and get some fresh air? Come some other day to see the sights down here.”

“What’s going on, Zorba?”

“Nothing. Haven’t a single idea. I ran into a priest early this morning. Get going!”

“If there’s some danger, wouldn’t it be shameful for me to leave?”

“Yes,” Zorba answered.

“Would you leave?”

“No.”

“Well, then?”

“I have different standards for Zorba than I have for other people,” he stated with annoyance. “But since you understand that it would be shameful to leave, do not leave. Stay.”

He picked up a hammer and, standing on tiptoe, began to drive thick nails into the ceiling’s wooden framework. I unhooked an acetylene lamp from a prop and went back and forth in the mud to examine the vein. It was a dark, glazed brown. Boundless forests had sunk down; millions of years had passed; the earth had masticated, digested, transubstantiated its children. Trees had become coal. And along came Zorba to discover this coal.

Hanging the lamp back in place, I watched Zorba at work. With nothing else in mind he devoted one hundred percent of himself to his job, becoming one with the earth, the pickax, the coal. The hammer and nails seemed to have metamorphosed into his body fighting with the wood and with the gallery’s bulging ceiling—fighting with this entire mountain whose coal he wished to steal away before departing. Zorba sensed materiality with accuracy; thus he struck unmistakably where the vein was weakest and might give way. Now that I saw him splattered all over with coal, only the whites of his eyes still faintly shining, I said to myself that he was camouflaged as coal, had actually turned into coal in order to approach his enemy more easily and occupy its stronghold.

“Bravo, Zorba!” I spontaneously called.

But he did not even turn around. Why should he spend time now striking up a conversation with some “inexperienced flesh” that held in its hand a tiny pencil instead of a pickax? He had work to do; he did not condescend to converse. “Don’t talk to me when I’m working,” he said to me one evening; “I might break in two.” “Break in two, Zorba?” I replied. “Why?” “There you go asking ‘Why?’ again, like a small child,” he said. “How could I explain this to you? I give myself over to my work; I stretch from toenail to scalp, extend myself to overcome the stone or coal I’m wrestling with—or the santouri. If you touch me all of a sudden, if you talk to me and make me turn, I might break in two—but how could you understand!”

I looked at my watch. It was almost ten. “Time for a snack, men,” I said. “It’s past the hour.”

The laborers tossed their implements in a corner with pleasure, swabbed their perspiration, prepared to exit the gallery. Zorba, absorbed in his work, had not heard. But even if he had heard, he would not have ceased working.

“Wait!” I told the laborers. “Let me offer each of you a cigarette.”

I was searching in my pockets to find the pack while the laborers gathered around me waiting, when suddenly Zorba gave a start and glued his ear to the gallery’s inner wall. By the light of the acetylene lamp I could make out his mouth opening and closing convulsively.

“What’s wrong, Zorba?” I shouted.

But at that moment the entire gallery ceiling quivered above us.

“Everyone out!” Zorba yelled hoarsely. “Out!”

We darted toward the exit. However, before we reached the first wooden framework, a second creaking sounded above us, a louder one. At that moment Zorba was lifting up a large tree trunk in order to wedge it as a bolster under another wooden frame that was giving way. If he managed quickly enough, perhaps the ceiling would last a few seconds more, giving us time to escape.

“Everyone out!” came Zorba’s voice again, dulled now as though issuing from the bowels of the earth.

Every one of us, with the cowardice that often overcomes us in critical moments, flew out, without any concern for Zorba.

A few seconds later, however, I was able to rally. “Zorba!” I shouted, returning, “Zorba!” I thought I was shouting; I realized afterward, however, that no sound was issuing from my throat. Fear had strangled my voice. I felt ashamed. I made one more stride further back into the mine, with outstretched arms. Zorba at that moment had finally fixed the heavy bolster in place and was dashing at a furious pace in an effort to wriggle his way out and escape. In the half darkness, his momentum threw him against me. Willy-nilly, we embraced.

“Keep going!” he growled in a half-strangled voice. “Keep going!”

Running, we reached the light. The workers were gathered at the entrance, listening intently in silence, their faces dark yellow.

A third creaking was heard, louder than before: the sound of tree trunks snapping in the middle. All at once a groaning broke out, a tumbling, the entire mountain shook, and the gallery collapsed.

“Good Lord!” murmured the workers, crossing themselves.

“Did you abandon the pickaxes inside?” Zorba shouted angrily.

The workers said nothing.

“Why didn’t you take them?” he shouted again in fury. “You shat in your pants, brave boys, eh! Too bad for the tools!”

“Are we going to worry about finding pickaxes now, Zorba?” I asked, intervening. “Let’s be happy that not a single person suffered. Hooray for you, Zorba! Every one of us owes his life to you.”

“I’m hungry,” Zorba said. “All that whetted my appetite.”

He picked up his kerchief, which he had placed on a stone. Wrapped inside it was his snack. Opening it, he took out bread, olives, onions, a boiled potato, and a small flask of wine.

“Come and eat, men,” he said with a full mouth.

He ate quickly, as though he had abruptly lost much strength and now wished to replenish his heart with blood. He was bent over as he ate, and silent. He lifted the flask, leaned his neck back, then bolted the wine cackling down his parched throat.

The laborers, too, took heart. Opening their ornamented woolen sacks, they began to eat, all of them sitting cross-legged around Zorba, gazing at him while they munched. They felt like falling at his feet and kissing his hands, but knew that he was strange. None dared be the first to move.

At last Michelis, the oldest of the lot, with a broad gray mustache, took the plunge: “If you hadn’t been there, Mr. Alexis,” he said, “our children would be orphans.”

“Shut the hell up!” muttered Zorba with a stuffed mouth. No one else dared to speak.


X

Who created this labyrinth of uncertainty, this temple of arrogance, this pot filled with sins, this field sown with scandal greens, this hell’s mouth, this basket overbrimming with slyness, this poison that resembles honey, this chain that ties mortals to the world—women?”

I was writing out this Buddhist song, writing it out again, sitting cross-legged on the floor next to the lighted brazier. By heaping exorcism upon exorcism, I was struggling to rid my mind of a rain-soaked body with a swaying backside that was passing by again and again in the air on each of these winter nights. I don’t know how, but immediately after the collapse of the gallery, when my life was in danger of being abruptly cut short, the widow leaped into my blood and has kept calling me with complaint like an animal in heat, imperatively.

“Come, come,” she keeps calling. “Life is a mere lightning flash. Come quickly. Come, come, before it is too late!”

I well knew that this was the voice of Mara, the spirit of the sly one in a woman’s high-rumped body. I sat and composed my play Buddha in the same way that savages in their caves used to depict the hungry wild beasts that flocked around them—by engraving them with a pointed stone or painting them with colors. They were fighting to affix these beasts upon the stone by representing them, so that the beasts could no longer charge and eat them.

The widow, beckoning me in my solitude while gently swaying her flanks, had been passing in the air above me ever since the day I’d been in danger of being killed. In daylight, however, I was strong; my mind being alert, I was able to repel her. I wrote about the various forms that temptation assumed vis-à-vis Buddha, how it dressed as a woman and pressed firm, uplifted breasts against his haunches. Buddha, seeing the danger and proclaiming internal mobilization, routed the temptation. I, along with him, routed my temptation as well.

I continued to write, finding relief and strength in each sentence, sensing that temptation, pursued by the all-powerful exorcism of the word, was withdrawing. During the day I wrestled bravely as much as possible. But at night my mind disarmed itself, my interior doorways opened, and in came the widow.

Awaking exhausted and conquered in the morning, I resumed the war. If I sometimes raised my head, it would already be late afternoon with the light being chased away, darkness rapidly crashing down. The days were growing shorter; Christmas was approaching. As I followed this eternal wrestling match occurring in the world around me, I said to myself, “I am not alone. A great force, light, is also wrestling, being defeated, then gaining victory, never despairing. With it, I, too, shall gain victory!”

What gave me heaps of courage was my assumption that in my wrestling match with the widow I, in my turn, was participating in a great global manifestation. My thoughts informed me that all-sly materiality had assumed the widow’s body with the purpose of sweetly subduing my own free flame and extinguishing it. “God,” I said to myself, “is the imperishable force that transforms matter into spirit. All of us contain a portion of this heavenly swirl within ourselves, which is why we are able to succeed in transforming bread, water, and meat into thought and action. Zorba is correct: ‘Tell me what you do with what you eat and I will tell you what you are.’ As for me, I was fighting now to transubstantiate all this keen yearning of the flesh into my play Buddha.”

“What are you thinking about, Boss? You seem troubled,” Zorba said to me one evening (Christmas Eve), having understood the particular demon I was fighting.

I pretended not to hear. But Zorba never released me easily.

“You’re a young man, Boss,” he said, his voice suddenly breaking into bitterness and anger. “You are youthful, healthy, you eat and drink well, breathe fresh air, and collect more and more strength. But what do you do with it? You sleep alone—too bad for all that strength. Get up, yes, exactly tonight, don’t waste time. The world is simple, Boss—how many times do I need to tell you that? Don’t make it complicated.”

I had my Buddha manuscript in front of me and was leafing through it as I listened to Zorba’s words, realizing that they opened a wide, safe road—those words of the mental Mara, the all-sly pimp. I kept listening in silence, determined to resist. Slowly leafing through the manuscript, I whistled to conceal my conflict. But Zorba, seeing my reluctance to speak, grew red hot.

“It’s Christmas Eve tonight. Go quickly and find her before she leaves for church. Christ is born tonight, Boss. Go and perform your own miracle!”

I got up, annoyed.

“Enough is enough, Zorba,” I said. “Every person has his own path, as does every tree. Did you ever scold the fig tree for not producing cherries? So be quiet. It’s almost midnight. Let’s go to church to watch Christ being born.”

Zorba forced his winter cap deeply down over his forehead.

“All right,” he said lethargically, “let’s go. But, let me tell you this: God would be happier if you, like the Archangel Gabriel, went to the widow’s house tonight. If God had followed your path, Boss, he never would have gone to Mary, and Christ would never have been born. If you ask me which is God’s road, I’ll tell you: it’s the road that leads to Mary. The widow is Mary.”

He stopped, waiting in vain for an answer. He thrust the door open. We went out. He banged his staff against the stones.

“Yes, yes,” he repeated obstinately. “The widow is Mary.”

“Come on,” I said. “Stop shouting.”

We walked quickly in the winter night. The sky was perfectly clear, the stars shining large and low, like fallen mouthfuls of fire. As we proceeded along the seashore, the night resembled a slaughtered beast lying next to the sea’s edge. “Starting with this night,” I thought, “the light, which winter has crushed, begins to take pride in itself, as though it, too, will be born tonight, together with the charming divine infant.”

All the villagers had crowded into the church’s warm, odoriferous hive, the men in front, the women in the rear with crossed arms. Father Stephanos—tall, lanky, irritated owing to his forty-day fast, dressed all in gold—raced back and forth with long strides brandishing the thurible, chanting at the top of his lungs, in a hurry to see Christ born and then to go home to dive into greasy meat soup, sausages, and smoked pork.

If they had said “Today light is born,” the human heart would not have yearned. The idea would not have become a world-conquering folktale; it would have remained a regular natural phenomenon that did not arouse the imagination—that is, our soul. However, the light born in the heart of winter became a child, the God-child who for twenty centuries has been held against the soul’s breast and suckled.

The mystical ceremony came to an end shortly after midnight. Christ was born. The hungry, happy villagers, running back home to eat, would feel the mystery of incarnation to the very depths of their stomachs. That is the firm foundation: the belly. First come bread, wine, and meat; without them, no God is born.

The stars, large and angelic, were now gleaming. The River Jordan flowed from one side of the heavens to the other. A green star like an emerald balanced above us.

I sighed. Zorba turned to me: “Boss, do you believe that God became human and was born in a stable? Do you believe, or are you deceiving everyone?”

“Hard to answer, Zorba. I neither believe nor disbelieve. What about you?”

“By my faith, I’m at a loss. What can I say? When I was a pipsqueak and my grandma recited folktales to me, I didn’t believe a word of them; on the other hand, I trembled with excitement, laughed and cried, as though I did believe. When I grew a beard, I abandoned all those folktales and scoffed at them; yet now in my old age I’ve gone gaga, Boss, and am beginning to believe in them again. People are a mystery!”

We had taken the path toward Madame Hortense’s and were racing like two famished horses.

“The holy fathers are really shrewd,” said Zorba. “They grab you by the stomach. How can you escape? Don’t eat meat, you see, for forty days. Fast. Why? So you yearn for meat. Ah, those fat-bellied padres, they know all the tricks!”

He quickened his pace:

“Quick on your pins, Boss,” he said. “The turkey must be done—turned into Turkish delight!”

* * *

When we entered our Madame’s little room with its king-sized bed, the table was set with a white cloth, the fragrant turkey lay on its back with its legs spread wide, and a delicious warmth rose from the lighted brazier.

Madame Hortense had curled her hair. She wore a long, faded, rose-pink gown with wide sleeves and frayed lace. A canary-yellow ribbon two fingers wide tightly bound her wrinkled neck. She had sprinkled her armpits with rosewater.

“How perfectly harmonized everything is upon the earth,” I thought, “how well people’s hearts and the earth are harmonized! Just look at this elderly chanteuse. She went through so many disreputable adventures, and now, thrown up in decline on this wretched shore, she concentrates in this miserable room all the saintly care, warmth, and tidy housewifery of womanhood.”

The carefully prepared, abundant dinner, the lighted brazier, the ornately decorated, flag-bedecked body, the rosewater scent—all those small, so human bodily pleasures were transformed so very simply and rapidly into massive spiritual delight. For a moment my eyes filled with tears. I seemed to feel that I was not entirely alone on this very special night on this edge of the sea, but that a feminine creature hurrying to care for me represented, with such devotion, tenderness, and fortitude, a mother, sister, wife. I, who believed that I had needed nothing, suddenly felt that I needed everything.

Zorba, too, must have been experiencing the same sweet tumult because, the moment we entered, he rushed forward and squeezed in his embrace our flag-bedecked, love-glutted hostess.

“Christ is born!” he shouted. “Welcome to the female sex!”

He turned to me, laughing:

“Do you see what truly sly creatures women are, Boss? They manage to bamboozle even God.”

We sat down at table and dove into the meal, drank wine, pleasured our stomachs, moved our hearts. Zorba caught fire once again. “Eat and drink,” he kept shouting at me every so often; “eat and drink, Boss, whoop it up, sing, my lad—you, too!—like shepherd boys: ‘Glory . . . in the highest!’ Christ is born; that’s no laughing matter. Drag out your amen-song so God can hear you and have a little fun himself, poor devil. We’ve soaked him with quite enough poison.”

He was now in the best of moods and could not be stopped.

“Hey, my wise Solomon, my inkpot, Christ is born! Stop putting everything through a fine sieve: Is born? Is not born? Don’t be stupid: he is born. A technician once told me that if you examine our drinking water with a magnifying glass, you’ll observe the water full of worms, very small ones, he says, that cannot be seen with the naked eye. Observing these worms, you won’t drink. Not drinking, you’ll die of thirst. So break the magnifying glass, Boss, break that lousy lens to make the worms disappear, lickety-split, so you can drink water and refresh yourself.”

He turned to our motley companion and raised his full glass: “My dear Madame Virgin, my dear comrade-in-arms,” he said, “I’m going to quaff this glass to your health! In my life I’ve seen lots of ship’s figureheads. Nailed to the prow, they clasp their breasts in their hands and have cheeks and lips painted bright red. They’ve traveled all the seas, have anchored in all the ports, and, when the ship rots away, these figureheads go ashore onto dry land, and each until the end of its life leans against the wall of a fishermen’s café where captains go to drink. Madame Capitaine, seeing you tonight on this seashore now that I have eaten and drunk so well, my eyes have opened and you seem to me to resemble the figurehead of a great ship. I am your final port, dearest Bouboulina; I am the café where the captains go to drink. Come, lean on me, strike sail! I am quaffing this full glass to your health, my dearest mermaid.”

Madame Hortense, moved to tears, leaned on Zorba’s shoulder.

“Wait and see: I’ll end up in trouble thanks to this fine speech of mine,” he whispered into my ear. “The scamp won’t let me leave tonight. But what can I do? I feel sorry for them all, poor things.”

“Christ is born!” he shouted to his mermaid at the top of his lungs. “To our health!”

He wrapped his arm around Madame’s. Arm in arm, they both drank their wine, bottoms up, gazing at each other with deep emotional concentration.

It was almost dawn when I left the warm room (alone) and took the path heading back. The village had eaten well, drunk well, and was sleeping now behind closed shutters and doors, beneath the large winter stars.

The night was cold, the sea roaring. Venus was suspended flirtatiously in the east, playfully dancing. Proceeding along the shoreline, I frolicked with the waves; they rushed in to soak me, but I escaped them. I was happy. I kept saying to myself, “This is true happiness: not to have any ambition yet to work doggedly as though you had every ambition; to live far from other people, yet to love them and not need them; for it to be Christmas, to eat and drink well; yet afterward, alone, to escape every lure and to possess the stars above you, with the land to your left, the sea to your right, and suddenly to understand that life, having brought its final accomplishment to conclusion in your heart, has turned into a fairytale.”

* * *

The days came and went. I kept struggling to be courageous, kept shouting and diverting myself; yet, when all was said and done, I felt despondent in my heart of hearts. Memories arose during the whole of that holiday week, filling my insides with music and with people I loved. Once again I realized how accurate the primeval fairy tale is that describes the human heart as a blood-filled pit at whose edges the beloved dead fall facedown to drink our blood in order to come back to life, and the more beloved they are, the more of our blood they consume.

New Year’s Eve. A noisy gang of village children carrying a large paper boat came down as far as our hut and began to sing carols in their shrill, cheerful voices. Saint Basil set out from Caesarea, he, too, an intellectual scholar with paper and inkwell, and reached this indigo-dyed seashore of Crete to knit together an encomium for Zorba, myself, and our nonexistent “noble lady.”

I listened and listened without speaking. I felt one year, one segment of my heart, again being plucked away. I was taking one more step toward the black pit.

“What happened to you, Boss?” asked Zorba, who was singing along with the little ones and banging a small drum. “What happened, my friend? You’ve gone pale and look older, Boss. As for me, just like the New Year I become a small child again; like Christ I am reborn. The way he is born every year, so am I.”

I lay down on my bed and shut my eyes. My heart was vexed tonight and I was in no mood for conversation.

I could not sleep. It seemed that this night was when I needed to account for my actions. My life rose up rapidly, incoherently, like an unclear dream. I viewed it in despair.

As though it were a fluffy cloud lashed on high by various winds, my life kept changing shape, coming together, splitting apart, coming together again—being transformed into a dog, swan, demon, scorpion, golden peacock, monkey—while the cloud, filled with wind and rainbow, continually lost its form and dissipated. All the questions I had posed in my life remained not only unanswered but increasingly complicated and menacing. My wildest hopes, they, too, grew sober and lost their credibility. At daybreak I did not open my eyes. I kept fighting to concentrate my yearning, to penetrate the mind’s ineradicable crust and enter the dark, dangerous channel that enables every human trickle to integrate with the boundless ocean. I was in a hurry to tear the veil in order to see what this New Year was going to bring.

“Good morning, Boss. Many happy returns!” Zorba’s voice brought me abruptly down to earth. Opening my eyes, I managed to see him sling a large pomegranate onto the hut’s threshold. The refreshing rubies were launched as far as my bed. I picked up a few and ate them, cooling my throat.

“Here’s to lots of profit, Boss, to good health, and to beautiful girls to run away with us,” Zorba shouted in the best of moods. He had washed, shaved, dressed in his best clothes—trousers of green felt, a gray saddlecloth jacket, and a fur-lined cloak of half-cured goatskin. He had also donned his Russian astrakhan hat and twisted his mustache.

“Boss,” he said, “I’m going to put in an appearance at church, representing our business. It’s not in the mine’s best interests for us to be considered freemasons. What can I lose; it’ll pass the time.” Bending his head down and winking: “I might see the widow there,” he murmured.

God, the business’s best interests, and the widow had joined together inextricably in Zorba’s mind. Hearing his light footsteps recede, I jumped up. The magic had dissolved; my soul was again enclosed in its fleshly prison.

I dressed and proceeded rapidly along the seashore. I was happy, for I seemed to have escaped a danger and a sin. Suddenly I felt that I had been sacrilegious in my early morning yearning to spy out and examine the still-unborn future.

I recalled one dawn when I had chanced upon a butterfly’s cocoon in a pine tree at the very moment when the husk was breaking and the inner soul was preparing to emerge. I kept waiting and waiting; it was slow and I was in a hurry. Leaning over it, I began to warm it with my breath. I kept warming it impatiently until the miracle commenced to unfold before my eyes at an unnatural speed. The husk opened completely; the butterfly came out. But never shall I forget my horror: its wings remained curled inward, not unfolded. The whole of its minuscule body shook as it struggled to spread the wings outward. But it could not. As for me, I struggled to aid it with my breath. In vain. What it needed was to ripen and unfold patiently in sunlight. Now it was too late. My breath had forced the butterfly to emerge ahead of time, crumpled and premature. It came out undeveloped, shook desperately, and soon died in my palm.

This butterfly’s fluffy corpse is, I believe, the greatest weight I carry on my conscience. What I understood deeply on that day was this: to hasten eternal rules is a mortal sin. One’s duty is confidently to follow nature’s everlasting rhythm.

I perched on a boulder to enable myself to assimilate this New Year’s thought in peace. “Ah,” I said to myself, “let me regulate my life in this fashion in this new year without any occasion of hysterical impatience. Let this tiny little butterfly, which I assassinated because I was in too much of a hurry to bring it into life, always fly in front of me, showing the way! In the same manner, may a prematurely expiring butterfly help one of its sisters, a human soul, to avoid rushing and therefore to manage to unwrap its wings at a leisurely pace.”


XI

Clutching my New Year’s gift, I jumped up, delighted. The air was cold, the sky clear, the sea gleaming.

I took the road leading to the village. The church service must have ended. I kept going, waiting with an irrationally thumping heart to learn who would be the first person I might glimpse on this New Year’s Day, the one who would bring good or bad luck to my soul. If only it were a child with some New Year’s toys in hand, I thought, or a sprightly old man in a broad-sleeved shirt who had accomplished his full duty on earth. The more I advanced toward the village, the more my agitation multiplied.

Suddenly my knees gave way. Walking mincingly beneath the olive trees along the road from the village—flushed, with her dark head scarf, straight backed like a candle—appeared the widow. In her undulating progress, she was like a black leopard; she seemed to be exuding caustic musk into the air. “Can I possibly escape?” I thought. I knew well enough that this angry beast was merciless; the only possible victory would come from flight. But how to escape? The widow was coming closer, crunching the pebbles as though an army were passing. She shook her head, making the kerchief slide off to reveal her shining raven-black hair. She eyed me quickly, smiling. Her glance had a wild sweetness. She quickly replaced her scarf, apparently ashamed that a woman’s profound secret—her hair—had been revealed.

I tried to greet her, to wish her “Many happy returns of the day!” But just as had happened when the gallery collapsed and my life had been threatened, my throat was blocked. The reeds hedging her orchard were swaying; the winter sun fell upon the golden lemon and orange trees and their darkened foliage; the entire orchard was radiant, like Paradise. The widow stopped now, extended her arm, and forcefully pushed open the orchard door just as I was passing in front of her. Turning, she looked at me again, her eyebrows quivering. She allowed the door to remain open. I saw her disappear behind the orange trees, wagging her hips.

To stride over the threshold, bolt the door, run after her, grasp her around the waist, and fall with her upon the blanket-covered bed without saying a word—that’s what a real man would do, what my grandfather would have done, and I hope my grandson will do. As for me, I remained undecided and began to think.

“I’ll behave better in another life,” I muttered with a bitter smile. “As for now, keep going.”

I slipped into the green gully feeling a weight on my heart, as though I had committed a mortal sin. I kept going, going. I was shivering from the cold. Although I had dismissed the widow’s swishing, her smile, her eyes, her breasts, they all kept returning. I was running away as though pursued.

Although the trees still had not blossomed, their buds were already swelling with vigor. Within each bud one sensed sprouts, flowers, and honeyed fruit compacted together like a pita pie, ready to emerge into the light. The great miracle of springtime was being woven day and night in winter, secretly and soundlessly, behind desiccated bark.

Suddenly I shouted with joy. In front of me, in a hollow, a brave pioneering almond had blossomed. Preceding all the other trees, it was proclaiming springtime. I felt relieved. This is what I wanted. Deeply inhaling the delicate, pungent odor, I stepped aside, left the road, and sat down. Nestled beneath the flowering branches, I remained for a long time, not thinking about anything, happy, without a single concern. It was as though I were sitting in heaven beneath an everlasting tree.

A loud, angry voice suddenly ousted me from Paradise.

“Why did you hole up in this gully, Boss? I’ve devoured the whole world trying to find you. It’s almost midday. Let’s go!”

“Where?”

“Where? You ask where? To Madame Sucklingpig’s. Aren’t you hungry? The roast piglet’s out of the oven; its aroma breaks your nose. Let’s go, I’m telling you!”

I got up, caressing the almond tree’s rough, mysterious trunk that had been able to issue this fully blossomed miracle. Zorba proceeded in front of me, agile, hungry, in high spirits. Humanity’s fundamental needs—food, drink, women, dance—still retained their luster in his folk-dancing body. In his hand he held something wrapped in pink paper tied with crocheted gold-colored lace.

“A New Year’s present?” I asked him.

Attempting to conceal his emotion, Zorba laughed.

“Eh, so she won’t complain, poor thing,” he said without turning. “So she’ll remember past glamour. She’s a woman—didn’t we say that? A creature always whining.”

“Is it a photo? Of you, you rascal?

“You’ll see. Don’t be in a hurry; you’ll see. I made it myself. Let’s go quickly.”

The midafternoon sun pleased a person’s bones. The sea, too, was sunbathing with pleasure. A tiny barren island yonder, embellished all around with an embroidery of light fog, had risen out of the sea and was sailing.

We reached the village. Zorba came near me. Lowering his voice, he said, “You know, Boss, I was standing next to the cantor, in front, when you-know-who was in church. Suddenly I see the icon screen begin to shine. Christ, the Virgin, the twelve apostles were all beaming. ‘What’s happening?’ I asked, crossing myself. ‘Is it the sun?’ I turned. It was the widow.”

“Enough chitchat, Zorba!” I said, increasing my pace.

But Zorba ran after me. “I saw her up close, Boss. She has a mole on her cheek that drives a man out of his mind. What a mystery they are, moles on a woman’s cheek!”

Again, he went goggle-eyed with amazement:

“Have you ever seen one, Boss? The flesh goes along all smooth; then suddenly there’s a black spot. It really drives a man out of his mind. Do you understand anything, Boss? What do your notebooks say?”

“To hell with them!”

Zorba laughed with pleasure. “Aha!” he said. “You’re beginning to understand.”

We passed quickly by the café without stopping.

Our “noble lady” had prepared a suckling pig in the oven and was standing on her threshold, awaiting us. She had placed the canary-yellow ribbon around her neck again. The way she had heavily ladled on the face powder and placed thick cherry red on her lips was frightening. The moment she saw us, all of her pleased flesh went into action. Her saucy little washed-out eyes danced and then stared at Zorba’s waxed mustache. As for him, as soon as the outside door was bolted, he grasped her around the waist.

“Many happy returns of the day, my Bouboulina,” he said to her. “Look what I have for you.”

He kissed her on the pudgy, wrinkled nape of her neck.

The aged siren felt titillated but did not lose her composure. She stared with protruding eyes at the gift. Snatching it, she undid the golden ribbon, looked, and shrieked.

I bent over to see. On rough cardboard Zorba—that rascal!—had painted four large battleships, their flags waving, using four different colors: yellow, brown, gray, and black. The sea was rose pink. Stretched out milk white and nude on the waves in front of the battleships, with loosened hair, upright breasts, and a sinuous fish-tail, was a mermaid sailing along with a yellow ribbon around her neck—Madame Hortense. Holding four cables, she was pulling the battleships with their English, Russian, French, and Italian banners, and in each corner of the painting hung a long blond, brown, gray, or pitch-black beard.

The aged siren caught on double-quick. “C’est moi!” she said, pointing to the mermaid with pride. She sighed. “Aïe, moi aussi, I was once Grreat Powair.”

Taking down a small round mirror that she kept above her bed next to the parrot’s cage, she hung Zorba’s painting there. Her face must have turned milk white beneath the thick rouge.

Zorba, however, had crept into the kitchen. Hungry, he brought out the pan with the piglet. Placing a bottle of wine in front of him, he filled three glasses. “Come, sit down!” he shouted, clapping his hands. “Let’s start with the belly, the foundation. Afterward, Bouboulina dear, we’ll go farther down.”

But the atmosphere was tarnished owing to our hoary mermaid’s many sighs. She, too, held her own miniature Second Coming at the start of every year in which she must have weighed her life and found it wanting. The cities, men, silken robes, champagnes, and long perfumed beards must have risen on official holidays from their sepulchers inside that half-bald female head, must have come back to life and begun to shout.

“Non appétit,” she grumbled cajolingly, “non appétit.”

Kneeling in front of the brazier, she raked the burning coals, her drooping cheeks reflecting the glow. A wisp of hair hung down from her forehead, touching the fire. The room stank from the nauseating reek of scorched hair.

“Non eat, non eat,” she grumbled again, observing that we were not paying any attention to her.

Zorba, infuriated, clenched his fist. For a moment he remained undecided. He could let her grumble as much as she wished while we indulged in the food and drink; he could kneel down in front of her, enfold her in his arms, and with a word or two leave the two of them on best terms. Looking at him, I recognized the conflicting waves passing over the mobile expression of his leathery mug.

All at once Zorba’s face stopped moving; he had made up his mind. Kneeling, he grasped the siren’s knees.

“Bouboulina,” he said in a harrowing voice, “the whole world will go to ruin if you non eat. Take pity on the world, my dear lady, and eat the piglet’s tiny leg.”

He squeezed the crunchy, butter-smeared leg into her mouth. Taking her in his arms, he lifted her up and enthroned her in the chair between the two of us.

‘Eat,” he declared, “eat so that Santa Claus can come to our village. If you don’t—learn this!—he won’t come; he’ll go back to his hometown, Caesarea, will take along his paper and ink, the New Year’s pies, New Year’s presents, the children’s toys, this suckling pig, and will leave. So, my little Bouboulinaki, open your dear little mouth and eat!”

Extending his two fingers, he tickled her under the armpit. The aged siren chuckled hee-hee, sponged her reddened eyes, and began to munch away on the overcooked leg.

At that very moment two lovesick tomcats began to howl on the earthen roof directly above our heads. They howled with hatred, in a wild rage, with threatening voices rising and falling until suddenly we heard the two of them lurch over the rooftop in a free-for-all, scratching each other to pieces.

“Miaow, miaow” went Zorba, winking at the old siren.

She, smiling, squeezed his hand secretly under the table and, her throat now unclogged, finally began to eat with zest.

The descending sun entered through the small window and sat down at Bouboulina’s feet. The bottle was empty. Zorba had drawn nearer to “the female species,” the tips of his wildcat mustache erect. Madame Hortense, roosting with her head between her shoulders, broke into goose pimples as she sensed his warm wine-smelling breath above her.

Turning to me, Zorba remarked, “What is this mystery, Boss? With me, everything goes wrong. I’m told that as a toddler I resembled a graybeard: stodgy, reticent, with an old fogey’s husky voice, apparently like my grandfather’s. The more I weighed myself down with years, the lighter I grew. At age twenty I began to do crazy things, but just the usual ones. When I reached forty I began without stint to feel young and finally sailed off to do really crazy things. Now that I’ve reached sixty (just between us, Boss, I’m sixty-five), well, now that I’ve reached sixty I swear to God—how can you explain this, Boss?—the world’s too small for me.”

Raising his glass, he turned to his lady and declared in an official tone, with alcoholic emotion: “To your health, noble madam. God grant that you may produce some teeth during this new year, and sword-straight eyebrows, and a marble-white skin once again, and get rid at last of those disgusting little ribbons around your neck. And may Crete raise another revolution and may the four Great Powers bring their fleets back, O my Bouboulina, and may each fleet have its navrakos and each navrakos his curly, perfumed beard. And may you, O my mermaid, fly out from the waves once again and begin (good grief, enough’s enough!)—begin to sing, and may all those fleets crash upon these two fierce, globular rocks!”

Having spoken, he reached out and placed his huge paws over Madam’s withered, drooping breasts.

His voice hoarse with desire, Zorba was inflamed again. Once I’d seen a movie of a Turkish pasha having fun in a Parisian nightclub. Holding a shopgirl, a dizzy blonde, on his knees, he was getting aroused, all fired up, and you watched the tassel on his fez slowly rising, halting at first when it reached the horizontal, then suddenly gathering speed and sticking straight up in the air.

“What are you laughing at, Boss?” Zorba inquired.

Madame, however, had her mind fixed on Zorba’s words.

“Oh là là, Zorrrba darrrlink. Appens zat, vraiment? Mais zee youf, la jeunesse, it go away!”

Zorba drew nearer, gluing his chair to hers. “Let me tell you, my dear Bouboulina,” he said as he was attempting to undo the third button on her blouse (the decisive one), “let me tell you about a great gift I’m going to give you. A new doctor has appeared who performs miracles. He gives you some medicine—drops or powder. I don’t know how this happens, but you become twenty years old again, twenty-five at most. So just keep quiet, Bouboulina my dear, and I’ll order some for you, from Europe.”

Our aged siren’s reddish scalp glimmered through the rare strands of glossy hair on her head. Startled, she shouted, “C’est vrai? Trrroue?” She threw her flabby, corpulent arms around Zorba’s neck. “Vhen zat ees trrroue, Zorrrba dearrr,” she purred, rubbing herself against him, “ordairr a bucketful forrr moi if drops, and vhen zat’s powdairrr . . .”

“A sackful,” said Zorba, undoing the third button.

The tomcats, which had grown quiet for a moment, started to yelp again, one of the voices wailing and begging while the other denied and threatened.

Our Ladyship yawned; her eyes became drowsy.

“You hear zhohse chats?” she grumbled. “No shahme.” She sat on Zorba’s knees, leaned against his neck, sighed. She had drunk too much wine. Her eyes filled with tears.

“What are you thinking about, Bouboulina dear, that brings tears to your eyes?” asked Zorba, filling his fist with her breast.

“Alexandrrria,” murmured the much-traveled mermaid, sniveling, “Alexandrrria, Beirrrut, Constantinople, Turrrcs, Arrrabs, sorbet, golden sleeppairs, fezes.” She sighed again. “Vhen Ali Bey spend night viz me—aïe, vhat mustache! vhat eyebrraws! vhat arms!—he play clarrrino and tambour, perrrforrm in my courrrtyarrrd teell sunrrrise; neighbors all furrrieux viz angair, say ‘Zhat ees encore Ali Bey viz Madame.’ Aftairrr zhat, in Constantinople, Suleiman Pasha nevairr let me go prrromenade Frriday, afrraid Sultan see me vhen he go mosque, and go crazy frrom my beauté and take me to his harrem. And vhen he leave my house in morrning, he put three blacks at my doorrr, keep away any male who apprrroach. Oh là là, Suleiman, mon cher!” Clutching her handkerchief, she bit into it, hissing like a water turtle.

Zorba unloaded her onto the adjoining chair and got up, fuming. He paced up and down a few times, breathing deeply. The room constricted him. Clutching his walking stick, he rushed out into the courtyard and leaned the hang ladder against the wall. Seeing him climb it two rungs at a time, I shouted, “Who are going to thrash, Zorba? Suleiman Pasha?”

“Goddamn those blasted cats! They don’t leave me in peace.”

With a leap he landed on the roof.

Madame Hortense, inebriated and disheveled, had closed her much-kissed eyes. Sleep had elevated her, taken her to the great cities of the East, to gated gardens, dusky harems, lovesick pashas. Afterward it had taken her across seas. She dreamed that she was fishing, had thrown out four lines and apparently had caught four huge battleships.

Peaceful, covered with salt spray from the sea, the aged siren was smiling in her sleep.

Zorba reentered, brandishing his walking stick.

“Asleep?” he wondered, eyeing Madame. “Asleep, the filthy bitch?”

“Yes,” I answered. “She’s been taken by Serge Voronoff, who makes old people young again. In other words, sleep. She is now twenty years old, Zorba Pasha, and is promenading in Alexandria, in Beirut—”

“To hell with the filthy hooker!” muttered Zorba, spitting on the floor. “Just look at her: she’s smiling! Let’s get out of here, Boss.” Putting on his cap, he opened the door.

“To run off and leave her all alone, isn’t that shameful?”

“She’s not all alone,” Zorba growled. “She’s with Suleiman Pasha. Don’t you see her? She’s in seventh heaven, the dirty tramp. Come on!”

We went out into the cold air. The moon was wandering peacefully across a totally satisfied sky.

“Women!” said a disgusted Zorba. “Shit! But it’s not their fault; it’s ours, the fault of the brain-dead, muttonheaded Suleimans and Zorbades.” Then, continuing: “No, it’s not our fault either. One person is to blame, one only, Brain Dead the Great, Muttonhead the Great. Suleiman the Great, Zorba the Great. You know who!”

“If he exists,” I said. “But what if he doesn’t?”

“Then, fuck!” he said, accompanying this with an obscene gesture.

We continued along for quite some time, hurrying, not speaking. Zorba was submerged in fierce thoughts, because every so often he would beat the stones with his staff and spit.

Suddenly he turned. “God bless my granddad’s bones,” he said. “That man knew a lot about women because he loved them and also because they caused him a heap of trouble. ‘If you want my blessing, Alexis, my child,’ he used to say to me, ‘watch out for women. When God removed Adam’s rib to conceive woman—curse the moment!—the Devil turned into a snake and—bam!—snatched that rib and took off. God rushed after and caught him, but the snake slipped away and the only things left in God’s hands were the Devil’s horns. God said, “The good housewife can spin using a spoon; I, using the Devil’s horns, will fashion womankind.” He fashioned her and the Devil got hold of us, Alexis, my child. Wherever you touch a woman, it’s one of the Devil’s horns. Watch out, my child. She also stole Paradise’s apples, placed them down her bosom, and now she comes and goes, promenading and strutting, damn her! If you eat those apples, you’re done for. If you don’t eat them, you’re still done for. What advice can I give you, my boy? Do whatever you wish!’ That’s what my late granddad used to tell me, but how could I learn anything? I followed my own road and went to hell.”

We passed through the village in a hurry, perturbed by a perturbing moon. The world seemed changed, as it does when one goes out for a walk when intoxicated. Streets had become rivers of milk, their potholes overflowing with whitewash. Mountains were snow covered. Your arms, face, and neck phosphoresced like a firefly’s belly. The moon hung from your chest like an exotic, circular talisman.

We walked as fast as possible, like horses. Being under the influence of drink, our bodies felt weightless; we seemed to be flying. The dogs in the sleeping village behind us, having climbed onto the flat roofs, were barking plaintively, their eyes fixed on the moon. You felt like craning your neck in the same way, without cause, and beginning a plaintive wail.

Now we were passing the widow’s orchard. Zorba halted. He was dizzy from the wine, the food, the moon. Craning his neck, he began in a strong voice like a donkey’s to croak an off-color Cretan serenade that I believe he had just then concocted in his brain, all lit up that he was:

Love your body below the middle;

Prick’s in stiff but out in a fizzle.

“This one is another of the Devil’s horns,” he said. “Come on, Boss, let’s go.”

It was almost daybreak when we reached the hut. I fell into my bed, exhausted. Zorba washed himself, lit the Primus stove, and made coffee. He sat down cross-legged on the ground in front of the entrance, lit a cigarette, and smoked peacefully, his torso sword straight and motionless as he looked out at the sea. His expression was concentrated, serious. He resembled a Japanese painting that I love: an ascetic sitting cross-legged, wrapped in his orange robe, his radiant face hard, like delicately carved wood blackened by rainfall, as he gazes with unbending neck and fearless laughter at the coal-black night in front of him.

Looking at Zorba in the moonlight, I admired the gallant simplicity with which he and the world intermeshed, how body and soul were united in him, how all things—women, bread, intelligence, sleep—became happily coupled at once with his flesh, turning them into Zorba. I had never seen such a friendly connection between a human being and the universe.

The moon had begun at last to decline toward setting. Fully round, faintly green, it spread an indescribable sweetness over the sea.

Zorba threw away his cigarette, reached out with his hand, poked around in a basket, and brought out some string, pulleys, small bits of wood. Lighting the oil lamp, he began to test his aerial scheme. As he bent over his primitive little toy, he must have been at a loss figuring out indubitably difficult calculations because he kept frequently scratching his head in a mania and cursing.

All at once, fed up, he gave the aerial model a good kick with the sole of his foot and knocked it down.
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I fell asleep. Zorba was gone when I awoke. It was cold outdoors and I did not feel at all like getting out of bed. Reaching up to a small shelf above me, I took down a beloved book that I had brought with me, the poems of Mallarmé. I read it slowly, at random, closed it, opened it again, tossed it away. Today all this struck me for the first time as bloodless, lacking fragrance and human substance. These poems were hollow; they were faded-blue words in the air, ultraclean distilled water free of microbes but also free of nutritional substance. Lifeless.

In petered-out religions, gods descend in status and turn into poetic motifs, embroideries decorating people’s loneliness or their walls. The same had happened in this poetry. The heart’s hazy yearnings so filled with soil and seed had descended into a sterile intellectual game, an architecture of empty air.

Reopening the book, I read in it once again. Why had I been entranced for so many years by these poems? Pure Poetry! Let life become a transparent, lightweight game unburdened by even a single drop of blood. Since the human element—sex, flesh, outcries of spontaneous passion—is boorish, crude, and unclean, let it become an abstract idea that dematerializes and dissipates through alchemical transformation within the smelting furnace of the mind.

Everything that had so powerfully seduced me seemed this morning to be the elevated tightrope dance of charlatans. Peoples’ anguish at the end of every civilization always terminates similarly: in technically skilled conjuring tricks, pure poetry, pure music, pure thought, tricks of the “last man”—the one who has orphaned himself from every faith and delusion, who expects nothing any longer, fears nothing any longer, and whose soil has degenerated into spirit so that it no longer offers any place for roots to be buried in order to nourish and be nourished. Humanity has been emptied: no sperm any longer, no excrement, no blood. Every material thing has degenerated into a word, every word into a musical amusement, and now the “last man” sits at the edge of his desert and decomposes this music into mute mathematical ratios.

I sprang up. “The ‘last man’ is Buddha!” I shouted. That is his terrible, secret significance. The “pure” soul that has been emptied and contains nothing is Buddha. Buddha is Nothingness. He cries out: “Empty your innards, empty your mind, empty your heart!” Wherever he places his foot, water can no longer flow, grass no longer burgeon, children no longer be engendered. “I must besiege him,” I thought, “must seduce him with similitudes and magical sounds that will force him to release his hold on my innards—must throw a net composed of words over him in order to catch him and save myself.”

Writing my play Buddha ceased to be a literary game now; it became a struggle against a great catalytic force inside me, against the massive denial consuming my heart. Upon this struggle my life depended.

Happy, I picked up my manuscript. I had located its heart now and finally knew where to strike. Buddha is the “last man.” As for us, we are still at the beginning. We have not eaten enough, drunk enough, kissed enough, have not lived sufficiently. This frail, insipid old man has approached us prematurely; let him make tracks now and be gone.

Shouting to myself in this way, I began to write. This was no longer simply a writing exercise; it was warfare, a merciless hunt, the besieging and exorcising of a beast to make it emerge from its hideout. Art is veritably a magical rite. Dark, homicidal powers—atrocious urges to kill, demolish, hate, and dishonor—occupy our depths, and along comes art with its sweet flute to redeem us.

I kept writing—battling—all day long. By evening I felt exhausted; however, I was sure that I had made some progress, had attained quite a few heights. I was eager for Zorba to come so that I could eat, sleep, gain new strength, and begin the campaign again at daybreak.

He arrived after nightfall had begun, his face aglow. “He, too, has found something,” I thought, and waited. The other day I was fed up with him and angry: “Our money is running out, Zorba. Whatever is supposed to happen, let it happen quickly. Let’s get the aerial scheme running. If the coal doesn’t work, let’s make a success of the timber. Otherwise we’re done for.”

Zorba scratched his head. “Is the money running out, Boss? That’s bad news.”

“It’s gone! We’ve consumed everything. Consider your own expenses. How are the trials going for the aerial business? Still no luck?”

Zorba hung his head, did not answer. He had been ashamed; this must have caused his determination to succeed. Now, lo and behold, this evening his face was aglow.

“Eureka, Boss!” he shouted, as though from a distance. “I’ve found it, found the correct slope. That bastard was slipping away, wriggling out of my hands, but I caught it.”

“So, then, get going fast, Zorba! Full steam ahead! What do you need?”

“I need to leave first thing tomorrow morning for Iraklio to buy the necessary materials: heavy steel cable, pulleys, ball bearings, nails, hooks. I’ll depart and return like a bird.”

He lit the fire briskly, cooked, and we ate and drank with abundant appetite. Both of us had worked well today.

Next morning I accompanied Zorba to the village. We talked in a practical, sensible manner about the lignite operation. Walking downhill at one point, Zorba tripped on a stone, which began to roll away. Taken by surprise, he halted, as though seeing for the first time in his life such an amazing spectacle.

When he turned and looked at me, I discerned some slight fear in his eyes. “Did you notice that, Boss?” he asked me after some silence. “Stones come to life when they spin downhill.”

I said nothing, but felt immense pleasure. Great visionaries and poets see everything in the same way—for the first time. They see a new world before them each morning. No, they do not see this new world; they create it.

For Zorba, as for the first humans, the world was vision solidified. Stars laid their hands on him; sea waves broke against his temples. He experienced soil, water, animals, and God free from the distorting intervention of reason.

Madame Hortense had been notified and was awaiting us on her doorstep, made up, caulked with powder, uneasy. She had bedecked herself as though for a café chantant on Saturday night. The mule was ready in front of her door. Zorba jumped on and seized the bridle. Our doting siren, approaching timidly, rested her pudgy little hand on the mule’s breast, as though hoping to prevent her beau from leaving.

“Zorrrba,” she purred, rising onto the tips of her toes, “Zorrrba . . .”

Zorba looked away. He did not appreciate erotic slobbering like this in the middle of the road. Poor Madame saw his glance and was startled, but kept her hand pressed against the mule’s breast, full of supplication.

“What do you want?” he asked, annoyed.

“Tahk carrre, Zorrba,” she murmured imploringly, “Non forrrget me. Tahk carrre . . .”

Zorba jerked the reins without answering. The mule moved forward.

“So long, Zorba,” I shouted. “Only three days—do you hear? No more than three days.”

Turning, he waved his gigantic paw. The decrepit siren wept, her tears excavating channels in her powder.

“I promise, Boss! Till we meet again!”

He disappeared into the olive grove. Madame Hortense, poor thing, kept weeping as she watched for the red blanket she had put on the mule so that her beau might sit comfortably. It flashed every so often, vanished behind the silvery leaves, then happily flashed again. Soon this, too, disappeared. Madame Hortense looked around her. Her entire world was empty.

* * *

Instead of going back to the beach, I headed uphill toward the mountain. Before reaching the ascending path, I heard a trumpet. The rural postman was announcing his arrival to the village.

“Boss,” he called, waving his arm. Approaching, he gave me a parcel containing newspapers, magazines, and two letters. One of these I hid immediately in my pocket to read in the evening when the day’s work was done and my mind felt relieved. Knowing who had written it, I wished to postpone opening it in order to extend my anticipatory pleasure a bit longer.

I recognized the other letter from its tense, twitchy handwriting and its exotic postage stamp. It came from a mountain somewhere in Tanganyika. I used to be a fellow student of Karayannis’s, its author, a strange man: abrupt, dark skinned, with sharp snow-white teeth. One of his canines protruded like a wild boar’s. He never talked; he shouted. He never discussed; he argued. He had left his birthplace, Crete, where—very young, a man of the cloth—he was a professor of theology. He had hooked up with one of his female students; they were caught one day kissing in the fields and were censured with hoots of derision. That very same day the professor jettisoned his cassock, boarded a boat, and traveled to a relative of his in Africa. He threw himself into work, started a factory to make rope, became wealthy. He used to write me every so often, inviting me to come visit him for six months. Opening each of his letters, even before reading it, I felt a gusting wind surging out of his always multiple pages sewn together with string. They made my hair stand on end. I kept deciding to go to Africa to see him and kept neglecting to go.

Stepping off the pathway, I sat down on a stone and read:

So when are you finally going to decide to come, you Greek barnacle? I guess Your Highness has degenerated into a lousy “Hellene” wallowing in the cafés. But don’t think that the only cafés are the cafés. Books, habits, famous ideologies, they are cafés, too. It’s Sunday today. I’m not working. I’m at home on my farm and am thinking of you. The sun is boiling hot. Not a drop of rain. The rains—floods—come here in April, May, and June.

I’m all alone; that’s how I like to be. There are quite a few “Hellenes” here but I choose not to see them. I detest them. You goddamned Greeks have brought your leprosy to us even here—your wretched party politics, which eat the Greek alive, as do gambling, illiteracy, and the flesh. I hate Europeans; that’s why I wander around here in the Usambara Mountains. Yes, I hate Europeans, but most of all I hate “Hellenes” and everything Hellenic. I will never set foot in your Greece again. I’ll kick the bucket here. I’ve already taken care to have my tomb fixed outside my home, on the desolate mountainside. I’ve even set up the tombstone, on which I myself carved in thick capital letters:

HERE LIES A HELLENE

WHO HATES THE HELLENES.

When I think of Greece I spit, curse, weep, laugh myself silly. I abandoned my birthplace forever, came here, brought my destiny here. Why? So that I would never again see a Hellene or anything Hellenic. It wasn’t my destiny that brought me here (a person does whatever he wishes) but I who brought my destiny here and who worked like a dog and still works. I’ve oozed rivers of sweat, and continue to ooze. I do battle with soil, wind, rain, and with workmen, both black and red.

Nothing pleases me—only one thing: work. Physical and mental, but physical is better. I like to get tired, to sweat, to hear my bones creak. I despise money, throw it away, squander it wherever and however it thoughtlessly enters my head to do. I’m not a slave to lucre; lucre is a slave to me. On my honor, I’m a slave to work. I harvest timber. I have a contract with the English. I make rope. Now I’m also planting cotton. I have lots of workers: black, red, black-and-red. Mongrels. Fatalists. Lewd unwashed lying debauchees. Last night two tribes of my blacks, the Yao and the Ngoni, came to blows over a woman. A whore. Self-esteem, you see. Just like yours, O Hellenes! Name-calling, blows with clubs, cracking open of skulls. Various women came running at night and woke me up, screaming for me to adjudicate. Furious, I sent them to the Devil, then to the English police. But they stayed all night outside my door, howling. At dawn I went down and adjudicated for them.

Next day. Monday, early morning. I’m going to go up into the Usambara Mountains, through thick forests, with cool water and year-round greenery. Eh, when are you, too, going to tear yourself away, O Hellene, from Europe: “Babylon the great, mother of harlots and of earth’s abominations”? When are you going to come here so that we may climb these unspoiled mountains together?

I have a child by a black woman. She’s a girl. I got rid of her mother. She cuckolded me openly, in broad daylight, beneath every green tree. I got sick of this, so I got rid of her. But I kept the child. She’s two years old. She walks, is beginning to speak. I’m teaching her Greek. The first sentence I taught her was: “I spit on you, Hellenes! I spit on you, Hellenes!”

She looks like me, the rascal. Only her broad, flat nose is her mother’s. I love her, but in the same way that one loves his dog or cat—like a tiny animal. Come here and create a boy by a Usambara woman so we can marry the two of them.

I kept the letter open on my knees. Once again I felt flashing inside me the urge to leave, not owing to any need—since I am fine on this seashore where I comfortably fit in and lack nothing—but owing to my compelling desire to see and touch as much sea and land as possible before I die.

Getting up, I changed my mind and did not continue to climb the mountain. Instead, I went down to my beach. In the upper pocket of my jacket I felt the other letter and could wait no longer. The sweetly torturous, anticipatory taste of pleasure had lasted long enough.

I reached the hut, lighted a fire, made tea, ate some bread and butter with honey and oranges, got undressed, lay down on my bed, and opened the letter:

Hail to my teacher and my neophytish disciple!

Lots of work here—and difficult, thank “God.” I enclose that dangerous word in quotation marks (like a wild beast in a cage) to keep you from becoming angry as soon as you open the letter. So, then: difficult work here, thank “God”! Half a million Greeks are endangered in Southern Russia south of the Caucasus. Many of them speak only Turkish or Russian, but in their hearts they are fervid speakers of Greek. They are of our own blood. You need simply to observe them—the acquisitive glow in their eyes, the sly, voluptuous smile on their lips, and how they’ve managed to become bosses with muzhiks in their service—yes, you need simply to observe them in order to understand that they are genuine descendants of your beloved Odysseus. Hence you will come to love them and not allow them to perish.

Why? Because they are truly in danger of perishing. They have lost everything they possessed, the whole kit and caboodle. They are hungry. On the one side, they are being hunted by the Bolsheviks, on the other by the Kurds. Coming from everywhere, they have crowded in as refugees in several cities of Georgia and Armenia. There is no food, clothing, or medicine. They congregate at the harbors and gaze out in agony to see if any Greek steamships have arrived to take them back to their motherland, Greece. One portion of our nationality, my dear teacher—in other words one portion of our soul—is overcome by panic.

If we leave them to their fate, they perish. Much love, much intelligence, also much enthusiasm and organization (two virtues adored so much by you when they are united) will be needed for us to succeed in saving them and transplanting them in our free soil in regions of greatest benefit to Hellenism—namely, far north on the borders of Macedonia and far east on the borders of Thrace. This must be done. Only in this way will hundreds of thousands of Greek souls be saved and will we be saved with them. At the very moment I arrived here I inscribed a circle and, following your teaching, named it “my duty.” I said: If I save this entire circle, I save myself; if I do not save it, I perish. Inside this circle are these half-million Greeks.

I run to cities and villages, gather the Greeks, write memoranda, send telegrams, fight to convince VIPs to send boats, food, clothing, medicine, and to bring all these souls to Greece. If struggling with such pigheadedness means happiness, I am happy. I don’t know whether I have cut my happiness to the right size for my height, as you like to put it. I hope that I have, since then my height will be considerable. However, I prefer to overstretch my height, making it equivalent to what I deem my happiness to be, in other words equal to Greece’s most far-flung borders. But I need to stop being theoretical. You are stretched out on your Cretan beach, listening to the sea and the santouri. You have time. I do not have time. I am devoured by activity, which makes me glad. Action, action! No other salvation exists. At the beginning was action, also at the end.

My thoughts now are very simple. They are unified. What I say is this: These Pontics and Caucasians—peasants of Kars, big and small tradesmen of Tiflis, Batumi, Novorossiysk, Rostov, Odessa, the Crimea—are our own, our blood. Like us, they consider Constantinople their inner capital. We all possess the same leader. You call him Odysseus; others call him Constantine Palaiologos, not the one who was killed but the other, the enmarbled one of the fairy tale. I, with your permission, call this leader of our nationality Akritas. I prefer this name; it is more austere and bellicose because, the moment you hear it, leaping up fully armed in your thoughts is the eternal Greek who never stops battling at the extremities, at the borders, each and every one of them: national, intellectual, and spiritual. In addition, if you also say ‘Digenis’ you further depict our nationality, the marvelous synthesis of East and West.

I am now at Kars, where I have come to collect the Greeks from all the surrounding villages. The same day I arrived, the Kurds caught one of our priests outside of Kars, also one of our teachers, and shod both of them the way one shoes a mule. Terrified, everyone gathered in the house I’d set up as my hideaway. We can hear the Kurds’ cannon fire coming continually closer. All these Greeks have their eyes fixed on me as though I possess the power to save them.

I was planning to leave tomorrow for Tiflis; now, however, in the face of this danger, I am ashamed to leave. So I’m staying. I don’t say that I am devoid of fear. No, I am afraid, but also ashamed. Wouldn’t Rembrandt’s Man in the Golden Helmet have done the same? He would have stayed. So I am staying, too. If the Kurds arrive here, it’s natural and just that I should be the first to be shod by them. Surely, O teacher, you never expected your disciple to experience this mulish ending.

After extensive Hellenic squabbling, we decided that all the Greeks would assemble tonight with their mules, horses, oxen, sheep, wives, and children. At dawn, all together, we will be setting out, moving north. And I will be going in front, the head ram.

It’s a patriarchal migration of a people over plains and mountain ranges with legendary names. I will be a sort of Moses (an imitation Moses) who will lead the chosen people to the Promised Land—your term for Greece. Of course, to reach the full stature of my Mosaic mission and not embarrass you, I should chuck the fashionable gaiters that you find so ridiculous and should wrap my shins in greaves made from sheepskin. And I should have a long, unruly beard covered with greasy stains and, most important of all, two horns. Unfortunately, however, I am not going to do you this favor. You can make me change my soul more easily than you can make me change my mode of appearance. I wear gaiters. I am clean-shaven, practically bald. I am unmarried.

Dear teacher, I hope that you receive this letter of mine, which perhaps will be my last. No one knows. I have no faith in the mystical forces that supposedly protect us humans. I believe in the blind power that strikes to the right and left without malice or purpose, and that kills whoever happens to be near it. If I leave the world (I say “leave” in order to avoid uttering the literal word that will frighten you and also frighten me)—so, if I leave the world, then farewell, dear teacher. I am ashamed to say this, but I must. Forgive me. I, too, have loved you exceedingly.

At the bottom, in pencil, hurriedly:

P.S. I am not forgetting the agreement we made on the boat when I departed. If I am to “leave,” I will inform you so that you will know this wherever you happen to be and will not be frightened.
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Three days went by. Four days. Five days. Zorba did not appear.

On the sixth day I received from Iraklio a letter many pages long, a real stinker written on rose-colored, perfumed paper. Drawn in one corner was a heart pierced all the way through by an arrow.

I’ve been careful to retain it. I reproduce it here with the pretentious Greek expressions that are scattered here and there. I have merely corrected its charming misspellings. Zorba held a pen like a woodchopper’s adze and wielded it with strength. This explains why the paper is torn in many places and spattered with ink in others.

Dear Boss, Mr. Capitalist!

First I come to ask for the favorable condition of your health, secondly we are in good health, too, very good, God be praised.

A long time ago I understood that I did not come into the world as a horse or ox. Only animals live to eat. In order to flee the above category, I create jobs day and night, endanger my bread for an idea, and turn proverbs upside down, saying: Two birds in the bush are worth one in the hand.

Many people are patriots with a view to filling their pockets. I am not a patriot even if that puts me out of pocket. Many believe in heaven and have their donkey tethered, so they’re sitting pretty. I don’t have a donkey. I am free and don’t fear hell, where my donkey would kick the bucket. Nor do I hope for heaven, where it would eat clover. I’m illiterate and don’t know how to say things, but Your Highness understands me, don’t you, Boss!

Many people fear futility; I’ve licked it. Many think a lot; I don’t need to think. I find no pleasure in the good and no sorrow in the bad. If I learn that the Greeks have captured Constantinople, it’s the same for me as if the Turks had captured Athens.

From what I’m writing you, if you figure out that my years have made me senile, write me about that. I go around stores in Iraklio to buy cable for our aerial business and I laugh. “Why are you laughing, friend?” they ask me. But how can I answer them? I laugh because suddenly, when I reach out my hand to see if the cable is good, I think about what human beings are and why they came to earth and how they can be of use. In no way at all, I believe. Everything is the same: if I have a wife or don’t have a wife, if I’m honest or dishonest, if I’m a pasha or a porter. The only difference is whether I’m dead or alive. No matter whether God takes me or the Devil does (do you know, Boss, I don’t think it matters), I’ll give up the ghost, turn into a reeking corpse, stink up everybody, and they’ll be obliged to bury me far down to avoid asphyxiation.

Now that we’re on the subject, Boss, I’m going to ask you about something that frightens me. I’m not frightened by anything else. It keeps me day and night from calming down. Old age, Boss, that’s what frightens me. God save us from it! Death is nothing, just pfft and the candle flame goes out. But old age is a huge disgrace.

Since I consider it a very great disgrace to admit that I’m old, I do everything I can to prevent anyone from getting wind of the fact that I have aged. I jump, I dance. I get pains in my gizzard but keep on dancing. I drink, feel dizzy, everything spins round, but I stand firm as though not drunk. I sweat, dive into the sea, catch cold, feel like coughing—ucchh! ucchh!—and find relief, but I’m ashamed, Boss, and I force back the cough. That’s why you’ve never heard me coughing, have you? No, never! And don’t say just when others are there, because it’s also when I’m alone. I’m ashamed in front of Zorba, Boss. What can I say? I’m ashamed in front of Zorba!

I once came to know the Holy Mountain. I went there (too bad I didn’t break my leg first) and found a monk, Father Laurentius from Chios. This screwball supposed that he had a devil inside him. He’d even given him a name. Hodja: “Hodja wants to eat meat on Good Friday,” moaned the poor devil, banging his head on the church’s doorstep. “Hodja wants to sleep with a woman. Hodja wants to murder the abbot. Hodja, Hodja, not me!” And again, there he goes smashing his forehead against the stones.

In the same way, Boss, I have a devil inside me who’s called Zorba. This interior Zorba doesn’t want to grow old. No, he doesn’t want to. And he didn’t. He’s a hunk, has raven-black hair, thirty-two (number 32) teeth, and a carnation behind his ear. But the outer Zorba, he got cold feet, poor fellow. He grew gray hair, shrank, is withered, with teeth falling out, and his massive ear is filled with decrepit gray donkey hair.

What can I do, Boss? How long are they going to keep fighting, these two Zorbades? Who will win in the end? If I croak quickly, I trust that that will be fine. But if I continue to live a lot longer, I’m done for. Done for, Boss! The day will come when I’ll be humiliated. I’ll lose my freedom, my daughter and daughter-in-law will command me to take care of some brat, a monster, a child of theirs, so he doesn’t get burned, doesn’t fall, doesn’t soil himself, and if he does soil, I’m the one who’ll need to sit down—good grief!—and wipe away the shit.

You’ll suffer just the same, Boss. Even though you’re young, watch out! So, listen to what I’m telling you; follow the road I’m treading—it’s the only salvation. We need to go everywhere in these mountains, to take out coal, copper, iron, magnesite, to earn big profits so that our relatives will fear us, our friends lick our boots, middle-class gents raise their hats to us. If we don’t succeed in this, Boss, death is better, death by wolves, bears, any savage beast found in front of us. Be my guest! That’s why God sent wild beasts into the world, so they could eat various people like us, saving us from humiliation.

Here, using some sort of colored pencils, Zorba had drawn a tall, bony man running beneath green trees, away from seven red wolves, and had written underneath in thick letters: “Zorba and the Seven Deadly Sins.”

Then he continued:

I believe that you will understand from my letter what an unfortunate man I am. It’s only when I am with you and I talk to you that I have some hope of being relieved of my hypochondria, because Your Excellency is just like me, only you don’t know this. You, too, have a devil inside you but you still don’t know his name and because you don’t know his name, you suffocate. Baptize him, Boss, and you’ll find relief.

Well, I was saying that I’m unfortunate. I clearly view all my smartness as nothing but stupidity. Yet there are moments. I go through certain days with a great man’s thoughts. If I were able to execute what the interior Zorba dictates, the whole world would marvel.

Since I lack a life contract with a deadline, I ease off the brakes when I reach the most dangerous inclines. Each person’s life is a rail line going up and down. Sensible people travel it using the brakes. But I—and this is where I excel, Boss—I chucked the brakes a long time ago because I’m not afraid of pileups. We working men call a pileup simply a derailment. Curses on me if I pay attention to the pileups I cause. I keep running day and night on the double, doing as I please, and who cares if, crashing, I splinter into a scrap heap? What do I have to lose? Nothing. Suppose I advance sensibly? Won’t I crash? I will. So, then, full steam ahead!

You’re laughing at me now, Boss, but I’m writing you my nonsense or, let’s say, my thoughts, my weaknesses—by God, I don’t understand what difference those three have. Well, I’m writing you. If you’re not weary of all this, go ahead and laugh. I laugh because you laugh; that’s why laughter has no end on earth. Every person has his or her folly, but the greatest folly, I believe, is not to have a folly.

So I’m studying my folly here in Iraklio and am writing you all the particulars because I want to ask your advice. It’s true that you are still young, Boss, but you’ve read the wisdom of old and have become, if you’ll excuse my saying so, a bit old yourself. So I want your advice.

It happens that I believe each person oozes a specific smell. We don’t understand this because smells get mixed up and we don’t know which is yours and which is mine. The only thing we understand is that the air excretes a stench called “human.” Some people breathe it in like lavender; as for me, it makes me feel like puking. No matter, that’s another subject.

What I wanted to say—I barely escaped releasing the brake again—was that women, those shameless beings, have moist noses like those of dogs. Thus they immediately distinguish the smell of a man who desires them from the smell of a man who loathes them. That’s why, in whichever city I’ve stepped, and now again, even though I’m an old man with an ugly puss and old clothes, two or three women always seem to be running after me. You see, they picked up my scent, those bloodhounds, God bless ’em!

Well, the first day I found my way successfully to Iraklio, it was evening, growing dark. I hurried immediately to various stores but they were closed. I went to an inn, fed my mule, fed myself, washed, lit a cigarette, and went out for a walk. I didn’t know a soul in the city, not a soul knew me. I was free. I could have whistled in the street, laughed, talked to myself. I bought some roasted pumpkin seeds, ate, spat, strolled. The street lamps were lighted, the men were drinking their ouzos, the proper ladies returning home, the air smelling of powder, perfumed soap, and shish-kebab snacks. “Hey, Zorba,” I kept asking myself, “how long are you going to stay alive with your nostrils quivering? You’ll smell the air just a little while longer, poor fellow, so breathe in deeply.”

So I took a deep breath and kept walking up and down in the large square, the one you know, when suddenly I hear singing, dancing, tambourines, Turkish-type songs. I prick up my ears, hasten toward the sound. It’s a café chantant, just what I wanted. I go in, settle down at a little table right up front. Why be sheepish? As I said: not a soul knew me. I was free!

An old battle-ax was dancing on the stage, a real bass drum! She kept raising and lowering her skirts, but I didn’t pay attention. I ordered a bottle of beer and, what do you know, who comes and enthrones herself next to me but a youngish yum-yum, tastyish dark-skinned creature wearing trowelfuls of makeup. “Do you mind, grandpa?” she asks with a smirk. I lit up. I felt like grabbing the half-baked girlie by her Adam’s apple. But I held back. Pitying the female species, I called the waiter: “Two champagnes,” I ordered. (Forgive me, Boss, I spent your money, but the insult was tremendous. I had to avoid being humiliated, avoid you being humiliated, Boss—had to make that underage brat kneel down in front of us. Had to! I well knew that you wouldn’t leave me defenseless at this difficult time. So: “Waiter: Two champagnes!”) The champagnes came. I ordered sweets, and more champagne. Somebody came along with jasmine flowers. I bought the whole basketful and emptied it into her lap.

We drank and drank. But I swear to you, Boss, I didn’t even touch her. I know my job. When I was young, the first thing I did was to touch. Now that I’ve grown old, the first thing I do is to spend money, be generous, throw money away. Women are driven mad by such behavior, they’re driven mad, the hen-hussies. You can be a hunchbacked wreck, no spring chicken, a sloppy fool, and they forget everything, see nothing, the floozies, except the hand that squanders money.

So I spent your money (best wishes, Boss, and may God multiply the amount for you); yes, I spent it and the woman in question still hasn’t unglued herself from my side. She came closer to me little by little, leaned her itsy-bitsy knee against my hard bones, but I froze, even though I was melting inside. This enrages women—something you should know in case the same thing happens to you. It’s when they sense that you are burning up inside and nevertheless are keeping your hands to yourself.

Anyway, not to bore you by rambling on, midnight came and went. Lights were slowly turned off, the café chantant was closing. I took out a wad of thousand-drachma notes and paid, adding a generous tip for the waiter.

The little creature drapes herself all over me. “What’s your name?” she asks in a low voice, lewdly. “Grandpa!” I answer, irritated. The disgraceful tramp pinches me assertively. “Come . . . ,” she says to me, winking. Grasping her tiny hand, I squeeze it significantly. “Let’s go, my little one,” I say in a voice grown hoarse.

The rest you understand. I gave it to her good. Then we fell asleep. When I awoke, probably in midafternoon, I looked around me and what did I see—a small room, clean and tidy as can be, armchairs, washbasin, soap, large bottles, small bottles, large mirrors, small mirrors, colorful dresses hanging on the walls along with lots of photos: sailors, officers, captains, policemen, dancing women, women dressed in nothing but a pair of sandals. And next to me in the bed, warm, perfumed, hair undone, the female species. “Ah, Zorba,” I whispered to myself, closing my eyes, “you’ve entered heaven alive. It’s good here. Don’t budge.”

I told you this another time, Boss: everyone has his or her heaven. Yours will be filled with books and huge flagons of ink, someone else’s with barrels of wine, ouzo, cognac, someone else’s with stacks of English pounds. For me, heaven is this: a small perfumed room with colorful dresses, aromatic soap, a double bed with inner springs, and next to me the female species.

A fault confessed is not considered a fault. All day long I didn’t stick my nose outside. Where should I go? What should I do? Don’t worry, I’ve been getting along just fine here. I sent an order out to the best taverna and they brought us a tray of healthy, invigorating food: black caviar, steak, fish, lots of fruit, baklava. I gave it to her good again. We went back to sleep, woke up in the evening, got dressed, went arm in arm to the café chantant, so she could do her job.

Without rambling on and making you dizzy, Boss, this itinerary is still continuing. But don’t be upset: I’m also looking after our business. Every so often I go out for a walk to the shops and cast an eye. Stay calm: I’ll buy the cable and get whatever we need. What difference does a day earlier make, or a day or a week later? When the cat’s in a hurry, as they say, her kittens come out all wrong. It’s for your benefit that I’m waiting for my eyes to unclog, my mind to settle, so we won’t be gypped. The cable has got to be good, first-class; otherwise we’re done for. So be patient. Have faith in me.

Don’t be at all distressed about the likes of me. I’m nourished by adventure; in just a few days I’ve become twenty years old. I’m so strong, I think I’ll sprout a new set of teeth. My lower back was really hurting me, if you remember, but now I’m as fit as a fiddle. I gaze at the mirror every morning and am puzzled that my hair still hasn’t turned jet-black.

But you must be asking why I’m writing you all this. You need to realize that I consider you my priest and am not ashamed to confess all my sins to you. Do you know why? It seems to me that you don’t give a half drachma whether I do right or wrong. You’re like God holding a wet sponge and, platz-ploutz, rubbing out everything, both what’s right and what’s wrong. That’s why I have the strength to tell you everything. So, listen.

My world’s been turned upside down. I’m almost going out of my mind. Please, the moment you receive this letter, pick up your pen and answer me. I’ll be sitting on hot coals until I receive a reply. I believe that for many years now I am no longer recorded in God’s register, nor in the Devil’s. The only register I’m recorded in is yours; thus I have no one to report to except your noble self. So give me an opportunity to be heard. Well, then, here’s what’s going on.

Yesterday there was a saint’s festival near Iraklio, Devil forgive me for not knowing which saint. Lola—oh yes, it’s true I forgot to introduce you: she’s called Lola—she says to me:

“Grandpa” (she still calls me Grandpa, but caressingly), “I’d like to go to the festival.” “So go, Grandma,” I tell her. “Go.” “But I want to go with you.” “I’m not going. Can’t be bothered. Go by yourself.” “Eh, then I’m not going either.”

I stared at her with goggle eyes. “You’re not going? Why? Don’t you want to?” “I want to go if you come, too. If you don’t come, I don’t want to go.” “But why? Aren’t you a free human being?” “No, I’m not.” “Don’t you want to be free?” “No.”

What can I say to you, Boss? I felt I was going to have a fit. “You don’t want to be free?” I shouted. “No, I don’t! I don’t! I don’t!”

Boss, I’m writing you from Lola’s room, on her paper. Pay attention, please. I believe that a human being is a person who wants to be free. Women don’t want to be free. So are women human beings?

Please answer me at once. Hugs and kisses,

Me, Alexis Zorba

When I had finished reading Zorba’s letter, I was unsure how to react for quite some time. I didn’t know whether I should be angry or should laugh and admire this primitive human being who, passing through earth’s crust—logic, morality, honesty—reaches its essence. He lacks all the small virtues, the ones that are so useful, and retains only a single awkward, inconvenient, dangerous virtue that pushes him irresistibly to the ultimate frontier, the abyss.

This uneducated workingman who breaks pens when he writes owing to his impetuous momentum is like the first human beings who escaped the monkey. Or he is like a great philosopher who, overwhelmed by life’s fundamental problems, experiences them as urgent, immediate needs. Like a child, he sees everything for the first time, is continually amazed, continually questioning. All things seem miraculous to him. Every morning when he opens his eyes and observes trees, the sea, stones, a bird, he cries with wide open mouth, “What a miracle this is! What is the meaning of trees, the sea, stones, a bird?”

I remember one morning when we were walking toward the village. We met a certain diminutive old man riding a mule. Zorba stretched open his round eyes and gazed at the mule with a look that seemed so fiery and vehement that the villager called out in fear, crossing himself, “For the love of God, brother, don’t put the evil eye on my mule!”

I turned to Zorba.

“What did you do to that old man to make him shout?”

“I? What did I do to him? I looked at the mule. Didn’t it amaze you, too, Boss?”

“What?”

“That mules exist in the world.”

Again, on another day when I was reading, stretched out on the beach, Zorba arrived. He sat down cross-legged across from me, placed the santouri over his knees, and began to play. Raising my eyes, I gazed at him. His face was changing little by little; he was possessed by a wild joy, a strange elation. Jerking his long, deeply wrinkled neck sharply upward, he began to sing Macedonian melodies—lyrics sung by patriotic outlaws, wild cries, the human throat returning to prehuman times during which the outcry was an exalted synthesis compressing together what today we call music, lyrics, and passion. “Akkhh vaaakkhh” rose from deep inside Zorba, whereupon the entire thin crust that we call civilization cracked, and the undying beast—the hairy god, the fearsome gorilla—jumped out from underneath. Lignite, profits and losses, Bouboulinas—everything disappeared, the outcry sweeping them all away. We no longer needed anything. The two of us, both motionless on that deserted Cretan seashore, held all of life’s sadness and sweetness upon our breasts. But sadness and sweetness did not exist; the sun kept moving, night came, the Great Bear danced round the sky’s fixed axis, the rising moon stared in terror at two infinitesimal bugs on the sand, singing away without fear of anyone.

“Good God, people are wild beasts,” Zorba said suddenly, aroused by so much singing. “Boss, abandon your books! Aren’t you ashamed? People are wild beasts, and wild beasts do not read books.”

We remained silent for a little, then laughed.

“Do you know how God created a man? he asked. “Do you know the first words this human beast said to God?”

“No. How do you expect me to know? I wasn’t there.”

“I was,” shouted Zorba, his eyes afire.

“All right, tell us, then.”

And Zorba, half-stupefied, half-sneering, began to create the myth of humanity’s formation.

“So listen, Boss. One day God woke up infuriated. ‘What kind of God am I,’ he asked himself, ‘since I lack human beings to fawn on me and burn incense, or to blaspheme me, helping me pass the time? I’m fed up with living all alone like a nincompoop. Ptoooey!’ He spat into his palms, rolled up his sleeves, put on his eyeglasses. Picking up a fistful of earth, he spat on it, made mud, kneaded it again and again, fashioned a tiny man and placed this in the sun. Seven days later he removed it. It was baked. Looking at it, God laughed: ‘Devil take me,’ he said, ‘but it’s an upright hog. I wanted something else, it came out wrong. I’ve had it! That’s that!’ Grasping it by the back of the neck, he gave it a kick. ‘Scram, get out of here, go and make other piglets, the earth is yours, bug off! One, two, forward MARCH!’ But this one, my darling, wasn’t a hog at all. He was wearing a narrow-brimmed felt fedora, a double-breasted pea jacket thrown over his shoulders, creased trousers, and peasant shoes with red pom-poms. On his belt was a sharpened dagger, surely given him by the Devil, with the words ‘I’ll slaughter you!’ on it. This was man. God held out his hand to be kissed, but man twirled his mustache and declared, ‘Bah, move off, you old codger; make room for me to pass!’ ”

Zorba stopped, seeing me bursting a gut with laughter. He frowned.

“Don’t laugh,” he said to me. “That’s how it was.”

“But how do you know?”

“That’s how it was, I’m telling you. That’s what I would have done if I’d been Adam. I stake my head on it: Adam must have acted this way. Don’t listen to what books say. Listen to me!”

Without waiting for an answer, he extended his huge paw and began once again to play the santouri.

* * *

I was still holding Zorba’s scented letter with its painted arrow-pierced heart, and was recalling all the days filled with the essence of humanity that I had passed together with him. Time had acquired a new taste in Zorba’s presence. It was no longer a mathematical succession of events; nor was it an unsolved problem inside me. It was warm, finely sifted sand that I felt passing tenderly through my fingers, tickling them.

“God bless Zorba,” I murmured. He has given a warm, beloved body to the abstract concerns shivering inside me. When he is absent, I begin to feel cold again.

Getting some paper, I called a worker and sent an urgent telegram:

“Come back here at once!”


XIV

Late afternoon, Saturday, March 1. I was leaning against a rock by the sea, writing. Having seen the first swallow that morning, I was happy. Buddha’s exorcism was racing unimpeded onto the paper. My struggle with him had eased. Being sure of deliverance, I was no longer in a hurry.

Suddenly I heard footsteps on the pebbles. Looking up, I discerned our doting siren stumbling along the seashore, a frigate in all her finery, flushed and panting. She seemed worried.

“Zere is lettrrre, non?” she yelled anxiously.

“Yes, lettrrre there is,” I replied with a laugh, getting up to welcome her. “He sends lots of greetings and says that he remembers you night and day and is unable to eat, unable to sleep, unable to endure being separated from you.”

“Nohsing encore?”

I pitied her. Removing the letter from my pocket, I pretended to be reading. She stood with her toothless mouth agape, listening carefully, pining away, her tiny eyes half shut. Mixing things up as I pretended to read, I feigned difficulty in deciphering the handwriting:

“ ‘Boss, yesterday I went to a taverna to eat. I was hungry. Whereupon I see coming in a marvelously beautiful young girl, a real fairy. Good grief, she looked just like my Bouboulina! Right away my eyes turned on the waterworks, my throat constricted, I couldn’t swallow. I got up, paid, left. I was so totally overcome with lovesickness, Boss, that although I remember the saints very seldom I raced over to Saint Minas’s cathedral and lit a candle for him. Dear Saint Minas, I prayed, grant that I may receive good news from the angel whom I love. Grant that our wings may join very soon.’ ”

“Hee hee hee,” chuckled Madame Hortense, her face afire.

“Why are you laughing, my good woman?” I asked, halting to catch my breath and to concoct other lies in my mind. “Why are you laughing? As for me, I feel like weeping.”

“Eef vous knowed . . ., eef vous knowed,” she cooed, “hee, hee, hee, hee.”

“Eef I knowed what?”

“Wing, hee hee hee, le coquin he say wing forrr foots. Eef nous sommes alone he say ‘join our wing.’ Hee hee hee hee hee.”

“Listen to what comes next, Madame Hortense. You’ll be stunned.”

I turned the page over and once again pretended to be reading.

“ ‘Today I was passing by a barbershop at the moment when the barber was emptying his washbasin full of soapsuds out the door. The whole street was fragrant. I remembered my Bouboulina again and began to cry. I cannot exist far away from her any longer. I’ll go crazy, Boss. I’ve even become a rhymester. The other day, unable to sleep, I sat down and fitted together a short poem. Please read it to her so that she may see how terribly I am suffering:

“ ‘I wish we could meet each other in a lane,

one with ample extra room for our pain!

Even if they sliced me into a ragout

My bones would still drop anchor onto you!’ ”

Madame Hortense kept listening with half-closed eyes—kept listening and listening, pining away. She even removed from around her neck the ribbon that was choking her, giving free rein to her wrinkles. Silent and smiling as she was, she seemed to be sailing far far away in long-lost seas.

Fresh grass; the month of March; tiny red, yellow, and mauve blossoms; pellucid waters upon which flocks of white and black swans were pairing off and warbling with open red-blue bills—females white, males black. Shimmering green moray eels were emerging from the water and coupling with large, pale-blue serpents. Madame Hortense had become fourteen years old once again; she was dancing on oriental carpets in Alexandria, Beirut, Smyrna, Constantinople, then on the polished parquet flooring of ships off the coast of Crete. . . . She grew confused, could not remember. Everything seemed to be blending together, her breasts erect, the shorelines creaking. Suddenly, as she was dancing, the coast filled with golden-prowed warships, multicolored awnings and silken banners on the stern. Out of these warships came pashas, out they came with their golden tassels erect on red fezes, aged beys on pilgrimage with their morose, unmustached progeny, expensive offerings in their hands. Out, too, came admirals in their shiny tricorne hats, and young sailors with their immaculate shirt ruffles and their floppy, wind-blown pants. Out came, as well, young Cretan men in their baggy felt trousers light blue in color, their high yellow boots and black head scarves. Last of all came out an immensely tall Zorba, emaciated on account of sex, with a whopping engagement ring on his finger and a garland of lemon blossoms atop his graying hair.

All the men she had known in her life of excessive frequenting came out of the warships—all of them, not a single one missing, all of them, including even the aged, toothless, hunchbacked ferryman who had once taken her “promenading” on the waters of Constantinople when night had fallen and no one could see them. They all came out, all of them, all of them, and mating behind them—no shortage of lovemaking here!—came the moray eels, serpents, and swans.

The men came out and coupled with her, all in a bunch, like springtime’s concupiscent snakes that swarm together on the rocks, erect and hissing. And there in the center of the throng, milk white, stark naked, motionless, soaking wet with perspiration, her hissing half-opened lips showing small sharp teeth, lay erect-breasted Madame Hortense, insatiable at age fourteen, thirty, forty, sixty . . .

Nothing was lost, not a single lover had died; all of them were resurrected on her withered boobs, armed to the teeth. It was as though Madame Hortense were a deep-keeled frigate of three masts and all her lovers (she’d been working now for forty-five years!) had clambered onto her, into her holds, over her gunwales, through her rigging, and she were sailing with her thousands of clefts, thousands of caulkings, headed to the long-coveted harbor: marriage. Zorba acquired a thousand faces—Turkish, European, Armenian, Arab, Greek—and Madame Hortense, embracing him, was embracing the entire endless holy procession.

The aged siren suddenly got wind of the fact that I had stopped. Her vision abruptly terminated, she raised her heavily laden eyelids: “ ’Eee sehy nohsing encore?” she murmured with complaint, gluttonously licking her lips.

“What more do you expect, Madame Hortense? Don’t you see? The whole letter speaks only about you. Here, look! Four whole pages! And there is a heart, look: here in the corner. He says he himself drew it with his own hand. Look: it’s pierced through, edge to edge, with an arrow: love. And beneath, look: two doves cuddling together in friendship, and written in red ink on their wings in teeny-weeny letters that are hardly visible: Hortense–Zorba.”

There were neither doves nor words. Nevertheless our deteriorating siren’s diminutive eyes had closed from drowsiness and they saw what they so eagerly desired to see.

“Nohsing encore? Nohsing encore?” she asked again, unsatisfied.

All of this—wings, barbershop soapsuds, petite doves—was fine, sacrosanct, all of it beautiful, breezy words. However, the feminine practical mind was seeking something else, something more tangible, more solid. How many times had she heard such big words in her lifetime! What she understood was that she remained entirely alone after so many years of work, totally abandoned.

“Nohsing encore?” she complained again. “Nohsing encore?”

She gazed into my eyes like a hunted doe. I pitied her. “He does say something else, something very important, Madame Hortense,” I said. “That’s why I left it for last.”

“I vahnt hearr,” she uttered, faintly.

“He writes that as soon as he returns he will fall at your feet, he says, to beg you with tears in his eyes to join him in marriage. He cannot wait any longer. He says he wants to make you his little woman, Madame Hortense Zorba, so that the two of you will never part.”

Now at long last the tiny vexed eyes began to run. Behold the great joy! Behold the haven! Behold the longing of a lifetime! To find rest and fall asleep in an honest bed! Enough already!

She wiped her eyes.

“Très bien, Ah-ee ahksept,” she affirmed with aristocratic condescension. “But write ’eem, pleeze, zhaht des couronnes de mariage n’existent pas in zheez villahge. ’Eee bring zhem from Irrraklio. And deux vhaïte kaahndles viz peenk rrreebahns. And des confettis, zee best, viz des amandes. And ’eee bring mee vhaïte rrrobe de mariage, stockink de seelk and courrrt shoes de seelk. Write ’eem vee ave sheetz, no brrrink. And vee ave bed.”

She had put all of her desired purchases in order, and had already assigned her husband to deliver them. She stood up. She had suddenly taken on the majestic air of a married matron.

“Ah-ee ave zomezing suggest you, sérieux,” she said with emotion, stopping.

“Say it, Madame Zorba. I am at your service.”

“Zorrrba and Ah-ee la-eek you. You arrre généreux viz zee argent. You nous non embarrassez. You bee koumbaros, Best Mahn?”

I twitched. In my family home we once had a servant, aged Diamando, an old maid of over sixty—half-crazed by virginity, high-strung, dried up, with a mustache but no bosom. She fell in love with Mitsos, a greasy, chubby village boy, still unmustached, who worked in the local grocer’s shop.

“When are you going to take me?” she kept asking him every Sunday. “Take me!” How can you wait? I cannot.”

“I cannot wait either,” the wily grocer’s boy would answer, sweet-talking her because he desired her business. “I cannot wait either, dear Diamando, but have a little patience. Be patient until I, too, grow a mustache.”

So the years went by with Diamando being patient. She calmed down, had fewer headaches; laughter issued from her embittered, unkissed lips. She did a better job cleaning our clothes, broke fewer plates, and no longer burned the food.

“Will you be Best Mahn, young Boss?” she asked me on the sly one evening.

“Yes,” I answered her, the word sticking bitterly in my throat.

This Best Mahn/koumbaros relationship had doused me with considerable venom, which is why I twitched when I now heard Madame Hortense.

“Yes, I will, Madame Hortense, it’s an honor,” I answered her.

“Vhen vee iss alone, you veel call me koumbara,” she said, smiling proudly.

She rose, adjusted the forelocks projecting from her wide-brimmed capeline hat, and licked her lips.

“Good night, Best Mahn!” she said. “Good night, and vee must receive ’eem gracieusement.”

I watched her mincing steps as she receded, going to great lengths to wiggle her decrepit waistline with schoolgirlish coquetry. She was jumping with joy; her ancient down-at-heel court shoes made tiny potholes deep in the sand.

She had barely rounded the headland when wild cries and weeping were heard from the shore.

I jumped up and ran. In the distance, on the opposite headland, women were shrieking as though lamenting the dead. Climbing up on a rock, I looked down at them. Men and women were running from the village, followed by barking dogs. Two or three on horseback rushed out ahead, dust rising in a thick cloud behind them.

“An accident,” I thought, and headed quickly down toward the headland.

The uproar sounded continually louder. The sun had set; two or three rose-colored cloudlets had come to rest in the sky. The Fig Tree of the Notable’s Daughter had put out some new green leaves.

Suddenly Madame Hortense scampered in front of me. She was returning with disheveled hair, panting, with one court shoe, which had come off, held in her hand as she ran, weeping.

“Best Mahn, Best Mahn,” she called out as she lurched forward to fall upon me. I stood her up again.

“Why are you crying, koumbara?”

I helped her put on her court shoe with the tattered sole.

“Ah-ee am afrrraid, afrrraid, j’ai peur.”

“Of what?”

“La mort!” Dehzh.

She had smelled the scent of death in the air and was terrified. I took hold of her flabby arm. But her doddering body resisted, trembling.

“No vahnt, no vahnt!” she screeched.

The poor thing was afraid to approach an area in which death had set foot. Charon must not see—and remember—her. Like all old-timers, our unfortunate siren kept attempting to hide in earth’s grass in order to become green, to hide in soil in order to become dark brown, so that Charon could not distinguish her. Her head huddled beneath blubbery, hunched-over shoulders, she was trembling.

Dragging herself to an olive tree, she opened her short, patched coat.

“Coverr mee, Best Mahn, coverr mee and go.”

“Are you cold?”

“Oui, Ah-ee am colt. Coverr mee.”

I covered her as skillfully as I could (so that she could not be distinguished from soil) and left.

As I finally approached the headland, I began clearly to make out the lamentations. Mimithos passed in front of me on the run.

“What’s going on, Mimithos?” I shouted.

“Drowned! Drowned!” he answered without stopping. “Drowned!”

“Who?”

“Pavlis. Mavrandonis’s son.”

“Why?”

“The widow.”

The competing lamentations swallowed up his voice. His answer, hovering above me as it was, filled the dark air with the widow’s dangerously palpitating body. I had reached the boulders where the entire village was gathered. The men stood hatless and silent; the women, their head scarves lowered over their shoulders, were tugging at their hair and shrieking. Stretched out over the pebbles was a bloated, bluish body. Old Mavrandonis was standing over it motionless, gazing at it. Holding his staff with his right hand, he was leaning against it, head bowed; with his left hand he was grasping the kinky gray hair of his beard.

“Heaven blast you, widow! May God punish you!” suddenly came from a shrill voice.

A woman, jumping up, turned to the men: “Bah, isn’t there a man in our village who’ll stretch her across his knees and slaughter her like a sheep? I spit on all of you!” And she did spit on the men who were looking at her in silence.

Kondomanolios, the café owner, let fly: “Do not put us to shame, robust Katerina,” he shouted. “Do not put us to shame! Our village has good men—you’ll see.”

I could not hold back: “For shame, all of you!” I cried. “What did the woman do wrong? This was his fate. You should fear God!”

But no one answered me.

Manolakas, the drowned boy’s cousin, bent his gigantic body, grasped the drowned corpse in his embrace, and set out for the village. The screaming women who were tearing their hair out with their fingernails, as soon as they saw the corpse being taken away, darted forward to cling to it, but old Mavrandonis pushed them aside with his staff and took the lead, the keening women following him and, behind them in silence, the men. They disappeared into the twilight. The sea’s gentle breathing could be heard anew. I looked around. I remained alone.

“I’d better go back,” I said to myself. “This day, too, has had its abundant share of poison. God’s will be done!” Lost in thought, I took the path. In the half light I detected Uncle Anagnostis still standing on a stone, his chin resting on his long staff as he gazed out at the sea. I called to him but he did not hear. I approached. Seeing me, he shook his head.

“Godforsaken world!” he muttered. “What a pity for youngsters! But this one in his poor gloomy blackness could not endure the sorrow. Falling into the sea and drowning, he escaped.”

“Escaped?”

“Yes, escaped, my son, escaped. I wonder what he could have done with his life. If he’d taken the widow, grumbling would have started quickly, maybe disgrace, too, because she’s like a brood mare, red hot; she neighs the moment she sees a male. If, on the other hand, he hadn’t taken her, he would have felt heartache his whole life because he’d think that he had lost a great godsend. Abyss in front, flood in back.”

“Don’t say those words, Uncle Anagnostis. You scare a person to death.”

“Bah, never fear. Who listens to my words? And if a few do listen, who believes them? Consider: was there ever a more fortunate person? I had fields, vineyards, olive groves, and a two-story house. I was a respected man of property. My wife turned out fine—obedient, gave birth only to sons, never lifted her eyes to look me in the face. And my children also turned out well. I have no complaints. I made grandchildren, too. What more could I want? I’ve put down deep roots. Yet if I were to be born again, I’d tie a stone around my neck, like Pavlis, and fall into the sea. Life is really harsh; even the most fortunate life is harsh, blast it!”

“But what do you lack, Uncle Anagnostis? Why are you groaning?”

“I lack nothing, I tell you! But you just sit down now, Your Lordship, and question mankind’s heart!”

He fell silent for a moment and gazed out again at the sea, which had begun to grow dark. “Hey, Pavlis, you did well,” he then shouted, raising his staff. “Let the women screech; they’re women and don’t have brains. You escaped. Your father knows it. That’s why, as you saw, he did not breathe a word.” Anagnostis glanced at the sky and around the mountains, which were vanishing now into the darkness. “It’s nighttime,” he said. “I’m going.”

He hesitated for a moment as though regretting everything that had escaped his lips, as though he had divulged a great secret and was doing his best now to reclaim it. He placed his desiccated hand on my shoulder: “You are young,” he said to me, smiling. “Don’t listen to old folks. If everyone listened to the aged, they’d all be quickly ruined. If a widow happens to cross your path, pounce on her! Get married, have children, don’t hesitate. Troubles are made especially for fine young stalwarts.”

Reaching our beach, I lit a fire and prepared evening tea. I was tired and hungry. Once I started to eat and relax, I felt an everlasting pleasure, a bestial one, profounder than one just human.

Suddenly Mimithos stuck his scrawny, feeble-minded head through the small window frame, eyed me perched in front of the fire, eating, and smiled saucily.

“What do you want, Mimithos?”

“I’m bringing you greetings from the widow, Boss—a small basket of oranges, the last, she says, from her orchard.”

“From the widow?” I asked with agitation. “Why is she sending them to me?”

“She says it’s for the good word you said to the villagers this evening.”

“What good word?”

“How do I know? That’s what she told me and that’s what I’m telling you.”

He spilled the oranges onto the bed. Their aroma filled the entire hut.

“Wish her well for her gift and tell her to be on the lookout. She mustn’t poke her nose into the village, do you hear? She should stay home until enough time has passed for this evil to be forgotten. Do you understand, Mimithos?”

“Anything else, Boss?”

“Nothing else. Go!”

Mimithos winked at me: “Nothing else?”

“Get lost!”

He left. I peeled an orange. Juicy, sweet as honey. I lay down and fell asleep. All night I was promenading beneath orange trees, a warm breeze was blowing, my shirt was open, exposing my hairy chest, and I had a sprig of basil behind my ear. I was a twenty-year-old village boy pacing up and down the orange grove, whistling and waiting—waiting for someone I did not know. But my heart was racing, ready to break from joy. Twisting the ends of my mustache, it seemed that I kept listening all night long to the sea sighing behind the orange trees, like a woman.


XV

A strong, scorching south wind blew in today from the sandy beaches of Africa across from us. Clouds of fine swirling sand in the air entered people’s throats and guts. Teeth chattered, eyes burned; windows and doors were bolted shut to enable a person to eat a slice of bread not powdered with sand.

These depressing, muggy days of budding—of springtime malaise—had overcome me as well as others. I felt a lassitude, a tumult in my breast, a tingling throughout my body, a yearning for some other simple, great happiness. (Or was it the recollection of such a happiness?) During these days of budding, the same mixed pleasure and sadness must surely be felt by swaddled caterpillars aware that their paired wings were opening at their sides like two wounds.

I took the stony, single-file path on the mountain in order to walk for three hours to the small Minoan city that had suddenly reemerged from the soil after three or four thousand years and was warming itself once again in its beloved Cretan sunshine. Perhaps, I thought, this tiring walk will relieve my springtime sorrow.

Gray stone, schist, light-suffused bareness without accommodating romantic greenery—precisely the way I like mountains. An owl perched on a rock, serious, graceful, full of mystery, its perfectly round yellow eyes blinded by the intense light. I trod lightly lest it hear me, but its ears must have been alert: it took fright, flying away without a sound to hide among the rocks. The air smelled of thyme. Jerusalem sage had already borne its first tender yellow flowers among its thorns.

When I arrived at the small city’s ruins, I was surprised. It must have been noon, for the light fell straight down, engulfing the remains. This time of day is dangerous for ancient devastated cities. The air is filled with voices and spirits. If a branch creaks, if a lizard glides by or a passing cloud tosses down its shadow, you are overcome by panic. Every inch of ground you tread is a grave, and the dead are calling.

One’s eyes grow accustomed little by little to the extreme light. Now I was able to discern the human hand in these stones: two wide streets paved with gypsum, narrow alleyways twisting to their right and left, a circular marketplace, and, immediately opposite it, with democratic condescension, the king’s palace with its dual columns, wide stone stairways, and oblong storerooms. At the city’s heart, where the floor stones were most eaten away by human footsteps, stood the sanctuary of the Great Goddess, with her overful naked breasts and the sacred serpents in her hands. Microscopically tiny shops and workshops were everywhere—olive-oil presses, forges, places for carpentry and pottery—an elaborate, secure, orderly anthill whose ants had departed thousands of years ago. In one of the workrooms a certain artisan had been carving a jug out of multiveined stone, a splendid work of art. But he did not succeed in finishing it. The chisel had fallen from the artisan’s hand and was found next to the half-completed work thousands of years later.

Rising again to poison one’s heart are the eternal, redundant, idiotic questions: the whys and wherefores. One is filled with bitterness by that half-finished jug upon which the artisan’s happy, assured impetus had been smashed in flight.

Suddenly a shepherd boy rose up upon one of the stones next to the demolished palace. He was sunburned, with blackened knees and a Cretan kerchief, black and tasseled, covering his curly hair.

“Hey, friend,” he called out.

Wanting to remain alone, I pretended that I had not heard.

But the shepherd boy sneered with laughter: “Pretending you don’t hear, eh! Got a cigarette? Give it to me because out here in the wild I’m miserable.”

He spat out that last word with such passion that my heart ached for him. I didn’t have any cigarettes. I removed some money to give him, but he grew angry.

“To hell with money,” he shouted. “What could I do with it? I’m telling you: I’m miserable here. Give me a cigarette!”

“I don’t have any,” I said with regret.

“You don’t have any!” the shepherd boy called out in a frenzy, banging the stones vigorously with his crook. “You don’t have any! So what do you have in your pockets that makes them bulge?”

“A book, a handkerchief, some paper, a pencil, and a penknife,” I answered, removing one by one what I had in my pocket. May I give you the penknife?”

“I have one. I’ve got everything. Bread, cheese, olives, knife, awl and leather for my boots, and a flask with water. Everything! Everything! But I don’t have a cigarette. That’s what I don’t have. And what does Your Highness want here in the ruins?”

“I’m looking at antiquity.”

“And what do you understand about antiquity?”

“Nothing.”

“Me, too: nothing. Those people are dead; we’re alive. Eh, get out of here!”

It was as though he were the ghost of the place, expelling me.

“I’m leaving,” I obediently replied.

I went quickly back along the footpath. Turning around for a moment, I saw the distressed shepherd boy still standing on his stone, his curly hair sprouting from beneath his black kerchief and waving in the strong south wind. The light rolled down from his forehead to feet as though spreading over the bronze statue of an ephebe. His crook was across his shoulders now and he was whistling.

Taking another route, I began to go down toward the seashore. Passing above me were the aromas of nearby orchards and warm breezes from the African coast. The soil was redolent, the sea laughing, the blue sky shining like steel.

Winter makes one’s soul and body cringe; warmth was arriving now to swell out one’s breast. Along my way, my ears picked up raucous squawking in the sky. Looking up, I saw once again the splendid spectacle that has aroused my heart since childhood: cranes, lined up like soldiers, returning from warm climes and, just as imagination might have wished, carrying swallows in their wings and in the deep cavities of their bony bodies.

My breast was once again filled with turmoil by time’s rhythmic rotation: the earth’s revolving wheel, the world’s four faces that are illumined one after the other by the sun, life’s passing and our passing with it. The voice of those cranes, echoing once again within me, was the terrible forewarning that this life is unique for each human being, that no other life exists, that we may enjoy it, enjoy it here, that it passes quickly, and that no other opportunity will be given us in the whole of eternity.

Hearing this message that is so merciless yet so filled with mercy, one’s mind vows to conquer its own degradation and weakness, to conquer laziness and great futile hopes in order to catch full hold of every split second that is departing forever. Great models come to mind. One sees clearly that he is nothing, his life wasted on small pleasures, small sorrows, unworthy conversations. One cries, “For shame! For shame!” bloodying his lips.

The cranes had crossed the sky and were disappearing northward. But they were still flying unceasingly from my one temple to the other, still squawking raucously.

Reaching the sea, I continued to walk rapidly along the water’s edge. It is difficult to proceed all alone at the sea’s verge; each wave, each bird in the sky, calls out, reminding you of your duty. When you go with others, you laugh, converse, discuss; it’s noisy and you cannot hear what the waves and birds are saying. Perhaps then they are not saying anything. Watching you advance in the midst of wretched voices and garrulity, they fall silent.

I lay down on the pebbles and closed my eyes. “What, then, is the soul?” I was thinking. “What is the secret correspondence between it and sea, clouds, odors? You might even say that the soul is itself sea, clouds, odors.”

Getting up, I set out again. I had made a decision. But I did not know which one.

Suddenly I heard a voice behind me: “Where to, Boss, if I may ask? The convent?”

I turned. It was a robust, stumpy old man without a crook, wearing a black kerchief with twisted tassels over his hair. He waved his hand at me, laughing. Following in his trail came his elderly wife, and behind her his grim-looking, dark-skinned daughter, wearing a white kerchief.

“To the convent?” the old man asked again.

All at once I sensed that I had decided to head that way. For months, now, I had wanted to go to the small convent next to the sea and had never made up my mind to do so. Now, suddenly, my body had made the decision for me.

“Yes, to the convent,” I answered, “to hear the Salutations to the Virgin Mary.”

“May the Virgin’s grace help you!”

Quickening his pace, he caught up with me.

“Is Your Excellency what they call the coal company?”

“I am.”

“Eh, may the Virgin give you good profits! You are helping this place, providing bread for poor families. Bless you!”

But the refined old man, who must have gotten wind of the fact that our work was going to pot, soon added in a consolatory manner: “Even if you earn nothing, my son, don’t worry. You’ll still end up profiting. Your soul will go to heaven.”

“That’s what I want, granddad.”

“I don’t have much education. However, once in church I heard something that Christ said, and that saying got stamped on my brain and won’t go away. ‘Sell off what you have,’ he says, ‘and buy the Great Pearl.’ What is the Great Pearl? Salvation of your soul, my son. Your Excellency is on the way to the Great Pearl.”

The Great Pearl! How many times had that gleamed in my mind, surrounded by darkness, like a large teardrop?

We continued onward, we two men in front, the women behind, each with her hands clasped. Now and then we ventured some conversation: whether the olive trees would form flowers, whether rain would come to swell the barley. It seemed that both of us must have been hungry, for we quickly directed our talk to food and then had no desire to change the subject.

“What’s your favorite dish, granddad?”

“Everything, everything, my son. It’s a great sin to say that this food is good, that food not good.”

“Why? Can’t we choose?”

“No, we really cannot.”

“Why?”

“Because there are people who are hungry.”

I fell silent out of shame. My heart had never been able to achieve such nobility and compassion.

The convent’s gong sounded happily, saucily, like a woman’s laughter.

The old man crossed himself. “Help us, Martyred Virgin Full of Grace!” he murmured. “She has a knife wound in her throat and blood is flowing. In the time of the corsairs . . .” The old man began to embroider on the Virgin’s misfortunes as though she were a real woman, a young persecuted refugee who had come weeping from the East with her child and had been stabbed by the unfaithful Muslim sons of Hagar.

“Real warm blood runs from her wound once a year. I remember once at her festival when I was a lad without a mustache, we all came down from the neighboring villages to worship Her Grace. It was August fifteenth. We men lay down to sleep in the courtyard; the women were inside. And I, in my sleep—Great art Thou, O Lord!—heard the Virgin crying out. I jumped up, ran to her icon, placed my hand on her throat and what did I see? My fingers were full of blood.”

The old man crossed himself. Looking behind him and seeing the women, he felt sorry for them: “Hey, women,” he called, “courage, we’re almost there.”

Lowering his voice: “I was still unmarried. I fell facedown, worshiped Her Grace, and decided to abandon this false world and become a monk.”

He laughed.

“Why are you laughing, granddad?”

“Shouldn’t I laugh, my son? You see, the very same day Satan donned women’s clothes and stood before me. It was her!” Without turning, pointing his thumb backward, he indicated the old woman who was following us in silence. “Don’t look at her now. It’s disgusting to touch her. Then she was a real heartbreaker, a quivering fresh fish. ‘Miss Arched Eyebrows,’ they used to call her. O God-forsaken world! Where are those eyebrows now? Gone to the Devil. Molted!”

Just then, behind us, the old woman growled like a chomping dog on a leash but did not say a word.

“Look, the convent!” exclaimed the old man, pointing with his hand.

The small, entirely white convent sparkled, wedged between two huge boulders at the sea’s edge. In the middle, the small, perfectly circular dome of its chapel, freshly frosted over with whitewash, resembled a woman’s breast. Surrounding the chapel were five or six cells with painted blue doors; in the courtyard rose three large taper-straight cypresses; bulky prickly pears surrounded the fence.

We hastened our steps. Melodious psalmody could be heard from the sanctuary’s small opened window. Frankincense scented the salty air. The arched entranceway was wide open; the fenced yard around the building stretched out immaculately clean, paved with white and black pebbles from the seashore. To the right and left, against the walls, was a row of flowerpots with mint, marjoram, and basil.

Tranquility, sweetness, the setting sun turning whitewashed walls rose pink.

The warm, half-lit chapel smelled of candle wax. Men and women were stirring amid the incense smoke. Five or six nuns, tightly wrapped in their black robes, were chanting “O Lord, God of the Powers” in their high, sweet voices. The swishing of robes from their continual genuflections sounded like rustling wings.

It was many years since I had heard the Salutations to the Virgin Mary. Following the rebellion of my early youth, I felt disdain and anger whenever I passed a church. With time, however, I relaxed. I would go now and then to the fundamental celebrations—Christmas, Easter Week, Resurrection—and would feel pleased at the rebirth of the child left behind inside me. Savage tribes believe that when a musical instrument is reduced from its religious mission and loses its vigor, it gives off harmonious sounds. Religion in me had degenerated similarly into aesthetic pleasure.

Standing in a corner, leaning against the raised, glossy “stall” whose arms had been turned into mother-of-pearl by excessive rubbing from the hands of believers, I kept listening to the Byzantine hymns as they emerged from the depths of time: “Hail, O Peak above the reach of human thought!” “Hail, O Depth even beyond the sight of angels!” “Hail, O Bride unwedded, O Bride unwedded!”

The nuns fell facedown and their robes rustled again like wings.

As the minutes passed, the nuns seemed like angels with frankincensed wings, closed lilies in hand, chanting Mary’s beauty. The setting sun brought a twilight of fuzzy blue. I cannot remember how we found ourselves outside in the courtyard, how I had remained alone with the elderly abbess and two young nuns beneath the tallest of the cypresses. Out came the traditional sweet on a spoon with cool water and restful conversation.

We spoke about the Virgin’s miracles, about lignite, about the hens, which had begun to produce eggs now that it was springtime, about Sister Evdoxia, who suffered from epilepsy, collapsing onto the tile floor of the chapel, writhing like a fish, foaming at the mouth, cursing, tearing her clothes. “She is thirty-five,” the abbess added, sighing. “An accursed age, a difficult time. Grace will help her. She’ll be cured. After ten or fifteen years she’ll be cured.”

“Ten or fifteen years,” I murmured with a sigh.

“What are ten or fifteen years?” asserted the abbess, sternly. “You fail to consider eternity?”

I did not speak. I knew that eternity is each moment that passes. Kissing the abbess’s plump, white hand that smelled of incense, I left.

Night had fallen. Two or three crows were hastily returning to their perches. Owls were emerging from tree hollows in order to eat, while snails, caterpillars, worms, and mice were emerging from soil in order to become their devoured food. The mystic snake that bites its own tail had encompassed me. Earth engenders children and feasts on them, engenders children anew, feasts on them anew—a perfect circle. I glanced all around. Darkness had fallen; the place was deserted; even the last villagers had departed. Nobody could see me. Removing my shoes and socks, I dipped my feet in the sea, rolled in the sand, was overcome by the need to bring my naked body into touch with stones, water, air. The abbess’s word “eternity” had angered me, encircling me like one of those lassos used to snare unbroken horses. I jumped up in order to break away and touch earth and sea without clothing, breast to breast—to feel with certainty that these beloved ephemeral phenomena do indeed exist.

“O stone, soil, water, and air, you do exist, you alone,” I shouted to myself. “And I, O earth, am your last-born son. I clutch your nipple, suckle, and will not let go. You allow me to exist only a moment, but that moment becomes a nipple and I suckle.”

As though in danger of being tossed down into the word “eternity,” which feasts on us humans, I remembered how previously (when? just last year!) I had so eagerly concerned myself with that same word that I had leaned over it with closed eyes, arms spread, in order to fall.

When I was in the first grade of elementary school, we were furnished a fairy tale to read in the second half of the alpha-beta-gamma primer. It seems that a child had fallen down a well and had found there a marvelously beautiful country. I remember dense orchards, honey, rice pudding, toys. Reading the text syllable by syllable, I was plunged more deeply by each into the fairy tale. One afternoon, after returning from school, I entered our home at a run, leaned over the rim of our well beneath the grapevine in the courtyard and, overwhelmed, kept gazing at the water’s shiny black face. It seemed to me that I was viewing there the quintessentially beautiful country, its houses, streets, children, and a vine loaded with grapes. Unable to control myself any longer, I lowered my head, stretched out my arms, and had already begun to kick against the ground in order to gain momentum and fall when my mother spotted me at that moment, screamed, ran, and was able just in time to grab me around the waist.

As a small child, I was in danger of falling into the well; when I grew older I was in danger of falling into the word “eternity” and also into quite a few other words: “love,” “hope,” “fatherland,” “God.” It seemed to me that I kept escaping year by year, making progress. But I was not making progress. I was merely changing one word for another and calling that liberation. Most recently, for two entire years, I had been suspended above the word “Buddha.”

But, thanks to Zorba, that had become the final well, the final word. At last I was going to escape forever. Forever? That is what we always say.

I jumped up. My entire body, from heel to brain, was happy. Undressing, I plunged into the sea. The waves were laughing and I was laughing with them as we frolicked together. When, growing tired, I emerged, dried off in the nighttime air, and began walking with weightless strides, it seemed to me that, having escaped a great danger, I had once again caught firm hold of the Mother’s nipple and was suckling.


XVI

As soon as I set eyes on the lignite beach, I drew abruptly to a halt. I thought with pleasure, catching sight of a light in the hut, “Zorba must have come!”

I wanted to run, but controlled myself. “I must hide my joy,” I thought. “I must appear angry and start reprimanding him. I sent him on urgent business and he squandered the money, got mixed up with a nightclub chanteuse, returned twelve days overdue. I must make believe I’m furious, must!”

In order to gain time to grow angry, I moved with slow steps. I kept trying to provoke myself, raising my eyebrows, squeezing my fists, going through an infuriated person’s gestures in order to grow indignant. But I did not flare up. The closer I came, the more my joy increased.

Approaching on tiptoe, I glanced in through the small window, which was lighted. Zorba, kneeling, had lit the Primus stove and was brewing coffee. My heart melted.

“Zorba!” I shouted.

The door opened at once. Zorba, barefooted and shirtless, flew out, stretched out his neck in the darkness, caught sight of me, and spread his arms wide for an embrace. However, holding back immediately, he let them hang down.

“Nice to see you, Boss,” he said with hesitation, standing in front of me with a long face.

I tried to make my voice sound serious:

“Nice to see you back home,” I said scoffingly. “Don’t come closer. You smell of perfumed soap.”

“If you only knew how much I washed myself,” he muttered. “I grated and scraped my blasted hide before appearing before you. Look! I scrubbed for a whole hour. But this goddamned smell . . . Well, what to do? It’s not the first time. It’ll go away, like it or not.”

“Let’s go inside,” I said, feeling that if I kept this up much longer I’d burst out laughing.

We entered. The hut smelled of perfumes, powders, soaps—women’s accoutrements.

“Can you tell me what all this disgusting crap is?” I shouted, seeing handbags, aromatic soaps, ladies’ stockings, a small red parasol, and two small vials of perfume, all lined up on top of a box.

“Gifts,” Zorba murmured, his head bowed.

“Gifts!” I said, trying to sound furious. “Gifts!”

“Gifts, Boss. Don’t be angry. For poor little Bouboulina. Easter is approaching. She, too, is a human being.”

I managed to control my laughter.

“You didn’t bring the most important things,” I said.

“What?”

“The marriage wreaths.”

I narrated to him what I had cooked up with the love-stricken mermaid.

Zorba, thinking a little, scratched his head. “You did not do well, Boss,” he said finally. “I beg your pardon, but you did not do well. Those kinds of jokes, Boss . . . How many times do I have to tell you: women are weak creatures, frail, delicate porcelain vases. You need to be very careful with them, Boss.”

I felt ashamed. I myself regretted what I had done, but it was too late. I changed the subject, asking, “What about the cable? The tools?”

“Don’t worry, I’ve brought everything, everything. You can have your cake and eat it, too! Aerial runway, Lola, Bouboulina—it’s all in order, Boss.”

He removed the brass briki from the flame, filled my cup, gave me sesame-seed rolls that he had brought and also some honey-sweet halvah, which he knew I loved.

“I’ve brought a large box of halvah as my present for you,” he said tenderly. “I didn’t forget you. And look, I’ve also brought a bag of Arabian peanuts for the parrot. I didn’t forget anyone, I tell you. My head’s screwed on right—plus some!”

I ate the rolls and halvah, sitting cross-legged on the earthen floor. I drank the coffee. Zorba, too, drank his coffee, smoking. He kept looking at me with serpent-like eyes that bewitched me.

“Have you solved the great problem that was tormenting you, you old reprobate?” I asked him, softening my voice.

“Which problem, Boss?”

“Whether women are human beings.”

“Oh-oh!” answered Zorba, shaking his enormous hand. “Finished! They’re human beings, human beings just like us—and worse! The moment they grow dizzy seeing your shopping bag, they glue themselves to you, lose their freedom, and are happy they’re losing it because, you understand, your shopping bag is gleaming behind you. But right away—To the Devil with all that, Boss.”

Getting up, he threw his cigarette out the window.

“Manly talk now,” he said. “Easter Week is coming. I’ve brought the cable. It’s time for us to go up to the monastery, find those potbellied padres so we can sign the papers for the forest before they see the aerial runway and begin to think big. Understand? Time is passing, Boss. To loaf around is not the right way. We’ve got to do something, have ships arrive to load up and thus offset the expenses. That trip to Iraklio cost a lot. The Devil, you see—”

He fell silent. I pitied him. He was like a child who misbehaves and afterward, with trembling heart, is at a loss about a cover-up.

“Shame on you!” I accused myself. “Should such a soul be allowed to tremble? Stand up! Where will you ever find another Zorba? Stand up, take a sponge and wipe everything clean!”

“Zorba,” I cried, bursting out, “let the Devil sleep! We don’t need him! Let bygones be bygones. Grab your santouri!”

He spread his arms as if wanting to embrace me again, but closed them immediately and, with one stride, went to the wall and reached up to lower the santouri. As he came close to the light of the oil lamp, I made out his hair: black—jet-black.

“Hey, you rascal,” I shouted, “what kind of hair is that? Where did you get it?”

Zorba laughed: “I dyed it, Boss. It jinxed me, so I dyed it.”

“Why?”

“Well, out of pride. One day I was walking with Lola, holding her by the hand. Well, not exactly. . . . Like this, hardly touching. So along comes a little brat behind us, a runty pint-sized bastard. ‘Hey, grandpa,’ the fucking pipsqueak keeps calling, ‘hey, grandpa, where’re you taking your granddaughter?’ Poor Lola felt ashamed. So did I. So, to keep her from being ashamed, I went that same evening to the barber’s and had it dyed.”

I laughed. Zorba eyed me seriously.

“You think that’s funny, Boss? Well, just listen and you’ll see what a mystery the human being is. Since the day I dyed my hair I’ve become another person. You may wonder, but I myself believe it, believe that I have black hair. You see, people easily forget what’s not to their advantage. And, by God, my strength increased. Lola, she, too, understood. That stitch I had in my side—here, remember it?—that’s gone, too. Unbelievable! You see, your papers don’t write about such things.”

He laughed ironically but immediately repented: “Sorry,” he said. “The only book I ever read in my life is Hodja and I didn’t find it very beneficial.

He took down the santouri and unwrapped it tenderly, calmly.

“Let’s go outside,” he said. “The santouri doesn’t fit inside four walls. It’s a wild beast and needs lots of room.”

We stepped outside. The stars were sparkling in the sky. The River Jordan spilled out from one edge of heaven to the other. The sea was bubbling.

We sat down cross-legged on the pebbles, the waves licking the soles of our feet.

“Poverty desires the comfortable life,” said Zorba. “So it supposes it will do us in, does it? Come here, santouri!”

“A Macedonian tune, from your homeland, Zorba,” I said.

“A Cretan one, from yours!” replied Zorba. “I’ll sing you a couplet they taught me in Iraklio. My life has changed ever since the day I learned it.”

He thought for a moment. “No, it hasn’t changed,” he said. “But now I understand that I was right.”

He spread his massive fingers over the santouri and stretched out his neck. His voice—wild, husky, full of heartache—stormed out into the air:

A job before you, luff and do not fear,

Pay out your youth to it with never a tear.

Our concerns were driven away; our unassuming troubles took to their heels; the soul attained its summit. Lola, lignite, the aerial runway, “eternity,” small concerns, large concerns: all became bluish smoke that dissipated, leaving behind only a bird of steel, the warbling human soul.

“It’s all just fine, Zorba!” I shouted when he had finished the splendid couplet. “It’s all just fine, everything you did—the chanteuse, your dyed hair, the money you swallowed—everything, everything! Sing some more!”

Once again he stretched out his lean, scraggy neck:

Luff the helm, embrace your faith come what come may,

Who cares if a project thrive or if it decay!

A dozen or so workmen who were sleeping outside the lignite mine heard these tunes, got up, came down on the sly, and perched around us. Hearing a tune they loved, they found their legs tingling. Suddenly they were unable to control themselves any longer. Leaping out of the darkness, half-naked as they were, disheveled, in their baggy breeches, they placed Zorba and his santouri in the middle and launched a wild dance on the coarse pebbles.

Watching them in silence, I was swept away. “This is the true vein of lignite I’ve been seeking,” I thought. “I want no other.”

Before sunrise the next day the galleries were reverberating with the sound of pickaxes and Zorba’s cries. The workers were laboring furiously with an enthusiasm that only Zorba could motivate. Work in his presence became wine, song, and sex, intoxicating them. In his hands, the world came to life. Stones, coal, wood, and workmen adopted his pace. A war broke out in the galleries beneath the acetylene lamps’ white illumination, with Zorba out in front, fighting breast to breast. Naming each gallery and each vein, he gave personality to impersonal forces, consequently making them incapable of escaping him. He would say: “If I know this one is ‘Gallery Canavaro’ [that’s how he christened the first gallery] how can it run away on me? I know it by name; it doesn’t dare pull off some dirty trick. Nor does ‘Abbess’ or ‘Madame Knock-knees’ or ‘Madame Bedwetter.’ I know each one of them, I tell you, by name.”

I had slipped into one of the galleries today without him catching a glimpse of me.

“Shake a leg! Shake a leg!” he shouted to the laborers. “Forward, men, let’s eat up the mountain! We’re real men, huge wild beasts, God sees us and is scared stiff. You’re Cretans, I’m Macedonian, we’ll eat up the mountain, it won’t eat us up. Hey, we ate up Turkey. Can we be afraid of this pipsqueak mountain? Shake a leg!”

Someone ran up to Zorba. I was able to make out Mimithos’s skinny mug in the acetylene light.

“Zorba,” he let out in his stuttering voice, “Zorba . . .”

Zorba, turning around, saw that it was Mimithos, understood, and brandished his huge hand: “Scram! Piss off!”

“I’m coming from Madame . . .” began the clairvoyant.

“Scram, I tell you! We’ve got work to do!”

Mimithos scampered off. Zorba spat in annoyance. “Daytime is for work,” he said; “daytime is masculine. Nighttime is for fun; nighttime is feminine. Let’s not mix them up!”

Just then I betrayed my presence. “Men,” I said, “it’s midday. Time to stop and eat.”

Zorba, turning and seeing me, puckered his brows. “If you don’t mind, Boss, leave us alone. Go and have your meal. As for us, we lost twelve days; we’ve got to repair the damage. Bon appétit!”

I exited the gallery and went down to the beach. I opened the book I was carrying. I was hungry. I forgot my hunger. “Thinking is also a mine pit,” I thought. “Break a leg!” And I plunged into the large galleries of the mind.

The book was disquieting. It was about the snow-covered mountains of Tibet: mysterious monasteries, silent monks in yellow robes who, concentrating their will, oblige the ether to take any shape they wish. Lofty peaks; air densely populated by spirits. The futile buzzing of the world does not reach so high. The great ascetic takes his disciples, boys sixteen to eighteen years old, and brings them at midnight to a frozen lake on the mountain. They undress, break the ice, plunge their clothes into the frozen water, get dressed, and let the clothing dry on their skin. They plunge their clothes in again, dry them again—seven times. Then they return to the monastery for matins.

They ascend a mountain peak that is sixteen thousand to nineteen thousand feet high. They sit down peacefully, breathe in deeply, rhythmically. They are naked from the waist up but do not feel cold. Holding a mug of frozen water in their palms, they gaze at it, concentrate, cast their power onto the crystallized water, and the water boils. They make their tea. The great ascetic, gathering his disciples around him, cries out: “Woe to whoever does not have within him the source of happiness! Woe to whoever wishes to please others! Woe to whoever does not sense that this life and the other life are the same!”

* * *

Night had fallen by now and I could no longer see to read. Closing the book, I viewed the sea. “I need to escape,” I thought, “to escape all the nightmares: Buddhas, gods, fatherlands, ideas. Woe to whoever does not escape Buddhas, gods, fatherlands, ideas!”

Suddenly the sea turned black. An unripe moon-child was tumbling toward its setting. Dogs in distant orchards howled in sorrow; the entire ravine continued to bark.

Zorba appeared all smudged and muddy, his shirt hanging in shreds. He perched next to me. “The day went well,” he declared with satisfaction. “We worked.”

I heard Zorba’s words without understanding them. My mind was still on far-distant mystical crags.

“What are you thinking about, Boss? Your mind is sailing far away.”

I collected my thoughts, returned from mental wandering, gazed at my companion, shook my head. “Zorba,” I replied, “you consider yourself a terrific, formidable Sinbad the Sailor who went round the world and boasts about it. Poor fellow, you haven’t seen anything, anything! Nor have I. The world is much larger than we think. We travel and travel, yet we still haven’t poked our noses even beyond the threshold of our own homes.”

Zorba puckered his lips. He did not speak; he just growled like a favorite pet dog when you slap it.

“There are mountains,” I continued, “huge, God-inhabited mountains filled with monasteries occupied by monks in yellow robes who sit cross-legged for one month, two months, six months thinking of only one thing. One thing, do you hear, one, not two! They don’t think of women and lignite or of books and lignite, as we do, but concentrate their minds, Zorba, on a single thing only, and perform miracles. That’s how miracles happen. You’ve seen, haven’t you, Zorba, what happens when you place a magnifying glass in sunshine and gather its rays into just a single spot? The spot soon bursts into flames. Why? Because the sun’s power is not dispersed but is entirely concentrated on that spot. The same happens with the human mind. You produce miracles if you cast your mind on one and only one thing. Do you understand, Zorba?”

Zorba, catching his breath, suddenly rose up as though trying to escape, but then controlled himself. “Speak!” he growled in a choking voice. Immediately afterward, however, springing up to full height, he shouted, “No, do not speak! Do not speak! Why are you telling me this, Boss? Why are you poisoning my heart? I was doing fine here. Why are you pushing me? I was hungry and both God and the Devil (damned if I can tell them apart) tossed me a bone to lick. I wagged my tail and shouted, ‘Thanks! Thanks!’ And now . . .?” Stamping his foot on the stones, he turned his back on me and seemed to be heading toward the hut. But, still boiling inside, he stopped. “Ppfff! Hooray for that bone the God-Devil threw me!” he bellowed. “Stinking songstress! Bitch! Blubbery, shiftless slagpile!” Grabbing a fistful of pebbles, he threw them into the sea. “But who is it?” he cried. “Who is it who throws us bones?” He waited a little. Then, not hearing any reply, he grew enraged. “You say nothing, Boss? Tell me if you know, so that I, too, may know his name. But don’t worry, I’ll settle his hash for you. But if it’s just a shot in the dark, where do I aim? I’ll fail completely.”

“I’m hungry,” I said. “Start cooking. Let’s eat first.”

“Can’t we survive one evening without eating, Boss? I had an uncle who was a monk. All week long he ate nothing but water and salt. On Sundays and the major holidays he threw in a bit of bran. He lived a hundred and twenty years.”

“He lived a hundred and twenty years, Zorba, because he had faith. He had found his God, was sitting pretty, had no cares. But we, Zorba, do not have a God to nourish us. So, light the fire. We have a little rockfish. Make a thick, warm fish soup with lots of onion and pepper, the way we like it. Afterward, we’ll see.”

“See what?” demanded Zorba in a frenzy. “As soon as we eat and have our fill, we’ll forget.”

“Just what I want! That’s why food is valuable. So, go and make us a fish soup, Zorba, to keep our brains from kicking the bucket.”

But Zorba did not budge. Standing there, motionless, he kept staring at me. “Listen to what I say to you, Boss. I know your intentions. Just now, when you were talking to me, my mind saw them in a flash.”

“What are my intentions, Zorba?” I asked with a laugh.

“Your Excellency wants to build a monastery and to place there, instead of monks, various pen pushers like your noble self to read and write night and day and you’d issue printed ribbons from their mouths, as is done with various monks we see on paintings. Eh, I found it, didn’t I?”

Saddened, I hung my head. These were juvenile dreams from the past, large wings now plucked, yearnings naive, noble, lofty: namely, that we might found an intellectual commune where a dozen or so comrades—musicians, painters, poets—might enclose themselves in order to work the whole day, meeting one another and talking only in the evening. I had already drafted the commune’s charter and had discovered the building: at St. John the Hunter’s in a pass through the Hymettus range.

“Yes, I did find it!” Zorba repeated with satisfaction, seeing me blush and remain silent. “Well then, holy abbot, I’ll ask a favor of you: In this monastery, let me be the doorman so that I can do some black marketeering, can occasionally let in some strange things—women, bouzoukia, demijohns of ouzo, roast suckling pigs—so the whole of life won’t be wasted in idle chatter.”

Laughing, he went off in a hurry toward the hut. I ran behind him. He cleaned some fish without talking. I brought wood and lit a fire. When the soup was ready, we grabbed our spoons and devoured it out of the pot.

No one spoke. We hadn’t eaten any food all day long; both of us now ate voraciously. Drinking wine, we got slightly drunk. Zorba opened his mouth:

“It would be fun, Boss, if Bouboulina popped up now, perish the thought. I wish her well; she’s the one person missing. To tell you the truth, just between the two of us, I miss her—Devil take her!”

“Aren’t you going to ask now who is throwing you that bone?”

“What difference does it make to you, Boss? Needle in a haystack. Observe the bone! Who cares whose hand threw it? Is it tasty? Does it have a bit of meat on it? That’s what matters. All the rest—”

“Our meal has performed its miracle,” I said, touching Zorba’s shoulder. “My hungry body is satisfied; so is my inquiring spirit. Bring the santouri!”

But just as Zorba was getting up, heavy footsteps were heard hurrying on the pebbles. Zorba’s hairy nostrils quivered.

“Talk of the Devil!” he said softly, tapping his hands on his thighs. “She’s coming. The bitch smelled Zorba, found the trail, and here she comes.”

“I’m leaving,” I said, getting up. “I can’t be bothered. I’m going out for a walk. The two of you can make a mess of everything!”

“Good night, Boss.”

“Don’t forget, Zorba, you promised to marry her. You mustn’t make me a liar.”

Zorba sighed: “You want me to marry again, Boss? I’ve had enough of that already!”

The smell of perfumed soap was approaching.

“Courage, Zorba!”

I departed in a hurry. From outside, I could already hear the aged siren’s throbbing breaths.


XVII

The next day, at dawn, Zorba’s voice shook me out of sleep.

“What’s wrong with you so early?” I asked him. “Why are you shouting?”

“This isn’t work, Boss,” he said, filling his bag with food. I’ve brought two mules. Get up and let’s go to the monastery to sign the papers so that we can get going on the aerial runway. The lion fears only one thing: lice. The lice will devour us, Boss!”

“Why do you call poor Bouboulina a louse?” I asked with a laugh.

But Zorba pretended to be deaf. “Let’s get going,” he said, “before the sun rises.”

I did feel like going up a mountain and smelling pine trees. Bestriding our mules, we commenced the ascent. We halted briefly at the lignite mine. Zorba gave the workers his orders—namely, to attack “Abbess” and to open the drain in “Madame Bedwetter” in order to remove the water.

The day gleamed like an uncut diamond. As we climbed, our souls ascended as well and were cleansed. Once again I tasted the spiritual value of clear air, easy breathing, an expansive horizon. You’d think the soul were a wild animal with lungs and nostrils needing ample oxygen, an animal stifled by dust and hurried breathing.

When we entered the pine forest, the sun was already high. Scent of honey; strong breeze above; soughing like the sea. Zorba kept inspecting the mountain’s incline along the entire route. In his imagination he would insert stanchions every few yards in the ground; then, raising his eyes, he would already discern the cable gleaming in the sunshine as it descended straight down to the shoreline with each of the cut trunks hanging from it and whirring along as it plummeted like a shot. He rubbed his hands together: “It will work perfectly,” he kept repeating. “Pure gold! We’ll be rolling in dough and do what we said we’d do.”

I gazed at him in astonishment.

“Hey, you’re pretending to forget!” he said. “Before we build our monastery, we take off for the high mountain. What’s it called? Thebes?”

“Tibet, Zorba, Tibet. But just the two of us. That place doesn’t tolerate women.”

“Who’s talking to you about women? They’re fine, poor things, fine. No need to snub them when a man chances not to have a macho job like mining coal, capturing a fortress, speaking to God. What does he do then to keep from bursting? He drinks, rolls dice, embraces women . . . And waits, waits for his hour to come—if it does come.”

He fell silent for quite a few moments. “If it does come!” he repeated, angrily. “Because it may never come.” After a moment: “I’ve had it, Boss—had it! The earth will need to grow bigger or I smaller. Otherwise, I’m done for.”

A monk emerged from the pine forest—a redhead with sallow skin, his cassock tucked up, wearing a black dome-shaped cap. He was holding an iron rod that he struck against the ground as he hastily proceeded. He stopped as soon as he saw us and raised the iron staff. “Where are you headed, friends?” he asked.

“To the monastery to worship,” Zorba replied.

“Turn back, Christians!” the monk shouted, his puffy blue eyes turning red. “Turn back for your own good! This is Satan’s garden, not the Mother of God’s. Poverty, obedience, and chastity are the monk’s diadem, so they say. Lies! Lies! Turn back, I tell you. Lucre, young boys, and who’ll be the next abbot—that’s their Holy Trinity!”

“He’s fun, Boss,” said Zorba, turning to me and whistling with exceptional glee. He leaned over toward the monk: “What’s your name, father?” he asked. “And where are you headed, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“My name is Zacharias. I took my bag and I’m leaving. Leaving! Leaving! I’m fed up. Please give me your name, fellow countryman.”

“Canavaro.”

“I can’t stand it any longer, Brother Canavaro. Christ moans all night long, keeping me from sleep. I moan along with him and the abbot—eternal hellfire for him!—called me first thing in the morning today. ‘Hey there, Zacharias,’ he says to me, ‘you don’t let the brothers sleep. I’m going to expel you!’ ‘Am I the one who doesn’t let them sleep?’ I says to him, ‘or is it Christ? He’s the moaner.’ That antichrist raises his abbot’s crozier and—look!”

He removed his cap, revealing a lump of clotted blood in his hair.

“I shook the grime of the place off my feet and took off.”

“Come back to the monastery with us,” said Zorba. “I’ll make peace between you and the abbot. Come along to keep us company and show us the way. You’ve been sent by God Himself.”

The monk reflected for a moment, his eyes glittering. “What will you give me?” he asked finally.

“What do you want?”

“A kilo of salted codfish and a bottle of cognac.”

Zorba leaned over and eyed him:

“Maybe you have some sort of devil inside you, Zacharias?”

The monk twitched.

“How did you know?” he asked in amazement.

“I come from the Holy Mountain,” answered Zorba, “and I know a thing or two.”

The monk bowed his head. His voice could hardly be heard: “Yes,” he murmured, “I do have a devil inside me.”

“And he wants salted codfish and cognac, eh?”

“Yes, that’s what the Devil wants.”

“Agreed for the codfish and cognac. Does he smoke on top of that?”

Zorba tossed him a cigarette; the monk clutched it ravenously. “Yes, he smokes,” he said. “Goddamn him, he smokes.” From the top of his robe he drew out a piece of flint with a wick, lit up, and inhaled with both lungs.

“In Christ’s name!” he declared as he raised his iron staff, did an about-face, and took the lead.

“What’s he called, this devil you have inside you?” Zorba asked, winking at me.

“Joseph,” the monk replied without turning.

I disliked having this half-crazed monk as a companion. A crippled mind, like a crippled body, provokes in me a mixture of odium, compassion, and disgust. But I did not speak. I allowed Zorba to do what he pleased.

The clear air stimulated our appetite. We were hungry. Spreading a cloth beneath a giant pine tree, we opened our bag. The monk leaned over gluttonously to see what we had inside.

“Hey, hey,” shouted Zorba, “don’t lick your lips, Father Zacharias! It’s Holy Monday today. We’re Freemasons. So—God forgive us!—we’re going to eat meat: chicken. But we have some halvah and olives for Your Holiness. Here!”

The monk fondled his greasy beard.

“I,” he said contritely, “I, Zacharias, am fasting. I’ll eat olives and bread. I’ll drink water. But Joseph, since he’s a devil, does not fast. He, too, will eat some meat, my brothers, and he’ll drink wine from your flask, damned that he is.”

Crossing himself, he hastily ate the bread, olives, and halvah, wiped his lips with the back of his hand, drank some water, then crossed himself again as though he were finished.

“Now,” he said, “it’s that thrice-damned devil Joseph’s turn.” And he dived into the chicken. “O damned one, eat!” he mumbled angrily as he grabbed extensive mouthfuls. “Eat! Eat!”

“Bravo, monk!” declared Zorba with enthusiasm. “I see that you can have it either way.” Turning to me: “What do you think of him, Boss?”

“He resembles you,” I answered with a laugh.

Zorba handed the wine flask to the monk.

“Swallow down, Joseph!”

“O damned one, drink!” said the monk as he clenched the flask and pasted it to his mouth.

The sun was burning; we dragged ourselves into deeper shade. The monk, melting in the scorching sunlight, stank of fetid sweat and incense. Zorba pulled him, too, into the shade so that he would not stink so much.

Zorba, having eaten well, wanted some conversation. “How did you become a monk?” he asked Zacharias.

The monk guffawed. “Do you suppose it was from holiness? Not at all. It was from poverty, my brother, from poverty. I had nothing to eat and I thought: Let’s go to the monastery and not croak from hunger.”

“Are you satisfied?”

“God be praised! I sigh quite often, but don’t listen. I don’t sigh concerning the earth. I sh—on it (forgive me) and I continue to sh—on it every day. But I do sigh concerning heaven. I tell jokes, do somersaults. The monks watch me and laugh. They all tell me that I’m possessed of seven demons and they insult me. But I say, ‘Never mind! God loves laughter. He’ll say to me on that future day, “Come right in, dear Mr. Punch, come right in to make me laugh.” ’ You see, that’s how I, too, will enter Paradise—like Karaghiozis.”

“Hey, I think you’ve got your head screwed on really just right!” said Zorba, getting up. “Let’s keep going, so we don’t get caught by nightfall.”

The monk took the lead again, showing us the way. As we ascended the mountain I felt that I was climbing my own internal, spiritual terrain, was being transferred from low concerns to higher ones, from comfortable doctrines of the plain to gruff theories of the heights.

The monk suddenly halted. “Our Lady of Revenge!” he said, showing us a small chapel with a graceful circular dome. He prostrated himself and made the sign of the cross.

Dismounting, I entered the cool canopy. An ancient, smoke-blackened icon loaded with silver offerings was in one angle of the wall; before it burned a silver Perpetual Lamp.

I looked carefully at the icon: a fierce, bellicose Mary with a firm neck and the austere, concerned eyes of a virgin. In her hand she held not the holy infant but a long, upright spear.

“Woe to anyone who offends the monastery,” said the monk contritely. “She hurls herself at him and pierces him through with that spear she’s holding. A long time ago the Algerians came and burned the whole place down. But just consider what happened to those damned heathens. As they were leaving at last and were passing in front of this chapel, Her Grace gives a shove, flies off the icon, zooms outside, and there and then thrusts with her spear, thrusts again, killing every one of them. My grandfather remembered their bones filling the forest. Ever since then she’s been called Our Lady of Revenge; before that she was called Our Lady of Mercy.”

“Why didn’t she perform her miracle, Father Zacharias, before they incinerated the monastery?” asked Zorba.

“Will of the Almighty!” answered the monk, crossing himself three times.

“Hooray for the Almighty!” murmured Zorba, bestriding his mule again. “Let’s get going!”

After a little while the large Monastery of the All-Holy stretched out before us among pine trees in a clearing surrounded by the mountain’s high boulders. Peaceful, cheerful, separated from the world. In a high green hollow ingeniously harmonizing the peak’s nobility with the plain’s sweetness, this monastery seemed to me an exceptionally well-chosen haven for meditation. Here, I thought, a jovial, clear-headed spirit could bequeath a human stature to religious exaltation. There was neither the abrupt superhuman summit nor the sensual, lazy plain—just what was needed, just how much was needed, to uplift the soul without allowing it to lose its human sweetness. “A site like this,” I kept saying to myself, “does not fashion either heroes or hogs; it fashions integral, nondeficient people.” A graceful ancient Greek temple and a smiling Dervish tekke would be perfectly suitable here. God, descending here, will be dressed in simple human attire, will walk with bare feet on the springtime grass, and will converse in an easygoing manner with men and women.

“What a miracle! What solitude! What bliss!” I murmured.

We dismounted, passed through the arched entranceway, climbed up to the guest quarters. Out came the tray with raki, preserved fruit, coffee; out came the guest master; out came the monks, encircling us. Conversation began. Cunning eyes, insatiable lips. Beards, mustaches, armpits reeking of the stench of billy goats in heat.

“Didn’t you bring a newspaper?” asked the guest master.

“A newspaper?” I said, surprised. “What would you do with it here?”

“A newspaper, brother, so we could see how the world is getting on,” shouted two or three indignant monks.

Leaning on the wooden railings of the balcony, they cawed like crows, talking passionately about England, Russia, Venizelos, the king. The world had banished them but they had not banished the world. Their eyes were filled with cities, shops, women, newspapers.

A fat, hairy monk stood up, huffing and puffing. Speaking to me, he said, “I have something to show you, so you can tell me your opinion. I’ll go and get it.” Shuffling along in his woolen slippers, he proceeded with his short, hairy fingers clasped over his paunch, and disappeared through the door.

The monks sniggered tee-hee, maliciously.

“Father Dometios is going to bring his clay nun again,” said the guest master. Satan buried it for him in the ground, and Dometios found it one day when he was hoeing in the garden. He placed it in his cell and since then the blessed fellow has lost sleep over it, and has come close to losing his mind as well.”

Zorba stood up, annoyed. “We came,” he said, “to see the Holy Abbot and sign some papers.”

“The Holy Abbot is gone,” said the guest master. “This morning he went to the monastery’s farm. Be patient.”

Father Dometios appeared with his two palms held together outstretched, as though carrying the holy chalice.

“Here it is!” he said, carefully spreading his palms.

I approached. A tiny half-naked Tanagra figurine was smiling coquettishly in his blubbery, monkish palms. With the one hand that remained to her she was holding her head.

“For her to indicate her head,” said Dometios, “means that it contains a precious stone, maybe a diamond or pearl. What says Your Excellency?”

“I say she’s got a headache,” threw out a poison-tongued monk.

But fat Dometios, huffing and puffing through his trembling goat’s lips, eyed me, waiting. “I’m thinking to smash it,” he said, “to smash it to see. I can’t sleep anymore. Is there maybe some diamond inside?”

I looked at the graceful young girl with her firm, diminutive breasts, exiled here with incense and crucified Gods who anathematize flesh, joy, and kissing. Oh, if only I could rescue her!

Zorba, taking the terracotta statuette, erotically fondled the slender, shapely, feminine body and let his fingertips pause on the erect breasts. “Can’t you see, venerable father,” he said, “that it is Satan? Look at him. Exactly! The spitting image! But don’t worry, I know the goddamned Devil well enough. Just look at his breast, father Dometios: round, firm, fresh. That’s exactly what the Devil’s breast is like.”

A beautiful young monk appeared on the threshold. Sunlight shone on his golden hair and on his round, fuzzy face.

The poison-tongued, sallow-skinned monk winked at the guest master. Both smiled cunningly.

“Father Dometios,” they said, “it’s Gabriel, your lay brother.”

The monk clutched the terracotta lady all at once and dragged his corpulent self toward the door. The juvenile monk took the lead with effeminate mincing steps, not speaking, and they both disappeared down a long, tumbledown, roofed verandah.

I nodded to Zorba; we went out to the courtyard. Mild heat. An orange tree in the courtyard’s middle had blossomed, perfuming the air. Gurgling water ran next to it, issuing from an ancient marble ram’s head. I put my head underneath to freshen up.

“Good God, what kind of people are these?” asked Zorba, ready to vomit. “Neither men nor women. Mules! Fit for hell, damn them!” He dunked his head in his turn under the cold water. “Fit for hell, damn them!” he repeated, laughing. “Each one has a devil inside him. This one wants a woman, this one salt codfish, this one money, this one newspapers. Oh, those nincompoops! They should come down to the world, and stuff themselves full of all that in order to cleanse their noodles.” He lighted a cigarette and sat down on the low stone wall around the blossoming orange tree. “As for me,” he said, “when I crave something, do you know what I do? I eat and eat until I’m satiated. That’s how I get free, how I stop thinking of it any longer, or start to think of it with nausea. Once upon a time—this will let you understand better—I was crazy about cherries as a child. I didn’t have much money, so I bought a few at a time, ate them, and yearned for more. I thought of cherries day and night, my saliva flowing. Torture! Until one day I felt angry, felt ashamed (not sure which), realizing that cherries were doing with me what they wished, making a fool of me. So what did I figure out? I get up at night on the sly, search my father’s pants pockets, find a silver coin, pinch it. That morning I’m up early. Off I go to an orchard and buy a basketful of cherries. I sit down in a ditch and begin to eat. I eat and eat, become bloated, get a stomachache, puke. Yes, I puked, Boss, and from then on was saved from cherries. I couldn’t even look at them again. I became a free man. From then on, every time I saw a cherry I would say, ‘I don’t need you!’ I did the same with wine, the same with cigarettes. I still drink, still smoke, but the moment I want to cut them, I do so—whapp!—with a knife. I’m not dominated by passion. The same with patriotism. I craved, gorged, puked, escaped.”

“And women?” I asked with a laugh.

“Their turn will come, damn them! But not until I’m seventy.” He thought a moment, considering this insufficient. “Eighty,” he corrected himself. “You laugh, Boss, and can continue if you wish. But that’s how people liberate themselves. Listen to me: they liberate themselves by being rakes, not monks.” And you: how will you get free of the Devil if you don’t become Devil and a half?”

Dometios appeared in the courtyard, puffing, the young blond monk behind him.

“Like an angel in a bad mood,” murmured Zorba, admiring the blond’s adolescent wildness and grace.

They went to the stone staircase leading to the upper cells. Dometios turned, looked at the young monk, and said something to him. The blond shook his head in denial but then bowed in submission. His arm around the aged monk’s waist, they mounted the stairs.

“Understand?” Zorba asked me. “Understand? Sodom and Gomorrah!”

Two monks appeared. Winking at each other, they whispered something and laughed.

“Disgusting vice!” growled Zorba. “There’s honor among thieves. But among monks? No honor among these thieves. Just look at them. One she-monk scratches out the other she-monk’s eyes!”

“They’re he-monks,” I corrected him with a smile.

“Listen, here it’s the same thing. Don’t lose sleep over it. Mules, I’m telling you, Boss. Depending on how you feel, you can say Gabriel or Gabriela, Dometios or Dometia. Let’s get out of here, Boss. Let’s sign the papers quickly and leave. By God, here you can despise both male and female.”

He lowered his voice: “And I have a plan,” he said.

“Another imbecility, Zorba? All right, tell me.”

Zorba shrugged his shoulders. “How can I tell you, Boss? Your Worship is an upstanding individual, if I may say so. Waited on, hand and foot. If you find a flea on top of your quilt in winter, you put it underneath so it won’t catch cold. How can the likes of you comprehend a skirt-chasing rascal like me! If I find a flea, zap! I squash it; if I find a lamb, slish! I butcher it, run a spit through it, and enjoy it with friends. But you’ll tell me that the lamb isn’t mine. I realize that. But come on, brother, let’s eat it first and then talk and debate at our leisure about what’s yours and what’s mine. Your Worship will talk, talk, talk while I scratch between my teeth with a toothpick.”

The courtyard reverberated with his laughter. Zacharias appeared, troubled. Placing his finger over his mouth, he approached us on tiptoe. “Shhhh,” he said. “Stop laughing! Look up there. It’s the bishop, working behind the small open window. That’s the library. He’s writing. He writes all day long.”

“You’re precisely the one I wanted, Father Zacharias,” said Zorba, taking hold of the monk’s arm. “Let’s go to your cell and talk.”

He turned to me. “As for you, Boss, keep going until you’ve strolled around the church and the old icons. I’ll wait for the abbot. Wherever he is, he’ll come. Don’t get mixed up in things and make a mess of them. Leave everything to me. I have my plan.” He leaned over to my ear. “We’ll get the forest at half price,” he said. “Shhhh, not a word!”

He departed in a hurry, grasping the half-cuckoo monk under the arm.


XVIII

Crossing the church’s threshold, I plunged into its half light’s cool fragrance. Nobody there. The silver oil lamps glowed dimly. The carved iconostasis, a golden arbor loaded with grapes, occupied the entire far end. The walls were thoroughly decorated with half-faded frescos of holy God-bearing Church Fathers, fierce ascetics, Christ’s Passion, and angels with broad, faded ribbons in their curly hair.

Overhead in the narthex, the All-Holy outstretched her arms in earnest supplication, a heavy oil lamp of silver burning in front of her, its flickering glow softly licking—caressing—her elongated, much-suffering features. I will never forget her pinched, compressed lips, embittered eyes, strong, obstinate chin. “She is totally satisfied,” I said to myself, “the totally satisfied Mother even in her insufferable pain because she feels that something immortal has issued from her ephemeral viscera.”

The sun was setting when I exited the church. Feeling happy, I sat down on the low stone wall around the orange tree. The church dome was turning rosy, as though at dawn. The monks, having withdrawn to their cells, were resting. They would be vigilant all night long and needed to gain strength. Tonight Christ would begin to ascend his Golgotha and the monks were obliged to be strong enough to climb with him. Two black sows with numerous rose-red teats were already asleep beneath a carob tree. Above the monks’ quarters, pigeons were making love.

“How long,” I wondered, “will I continue to live, enjoying this sweetness of earth, air, silence, and the aroma of the blossoming orange tree?” An icon of Saint Bacchus that I had seen inside the church had flooded my heart with bliss. Elements that move me most profoundly—integration, continuing effort, coherent yearning—were being uncovered once again in front of me. Blessings on this graceful icon of the Christian saint with curly adolescent hair hanging over his forehead like bunches of black grapes! The Hellenic Dionysus and the Christian Saint Bacchus had merged. They possessed the identical face. The same alluring, sunburned body—Greece!—was stormily roused beneath grape leaves and cassocks.

Zorba appeared in the courtyard. “The abbot came,” he said to me briskly. “We talked a bit. He is resisting, says he won’t give the trees away for a song, wants more money. But I’ll fix it.”

“Resisting? Hadn’t we agreed?”

“For God’s sake, don’t get mixed up in this, Boss,” Zorba begged. “You’ll ruin our plans. Look, right now you’re talking about the old agreement. That’s gone! Don’t frown! It’s gone, I tell you! We’ll get the forest at half price.”

“But what are you cooking up, Zorba?”

“Never mind; that’s my business. I’m going to grease the wheel and make it roll. Understand?”

“But why? No, I don’t understand.”

“Because I spent too much in Iraklio—get it? Because Lola guzzled quite a few thousand of my—I mean your—drachmas. Do you think I’ve forgotten? Do you think I lack self-esteem? Look here, don’t miff me: I won’t let even a housefly parade up and down on my sword. I spent, so I pay. I figured the amount. Lola cost seven thousand. I’ll slash that much from the forest. The abbot, the monastery, and the All-Holy will finance Lola. That’s my plan. Do you like it?”

“Not at all. Why should the All-Holy be responsible for your profligacy?”

“It’s her fault, excessively her fault. She made her son—namely, God. God made me and gave me the tools you know about. And those goddamned tools force me to get dizzy and open my purse wherever I see the female species. Understand? Her Grace is at fault, excessively at fault. Let her pay!”

“I don’t like any of this, Zorba.”

“That’s another question, Boss. Let’s first save the seven grand and discuss things later. ‘Do your job right now, my son; afterward it’ll still be funny.’ You know the song, don’t you?”

The guest master with the fat backside appeared. “Dinner is served,” he said in a honeyed, sacerdotal voice. “Come.”

We went down to the large, oblong refectory, which had benches, long, narrow tables, and smelled of rancid olive oil and staleness. At the far end was a half-faded fresco of the Last Supper—the eleven faithful disciples crowding around Christ like a flock of sheep while opposite, his back turned to the viewer, all alone, stood Judas the red-beard with his coarsely furrowed forehead and gigantic hooked nose, with Christ looking only at him.

The guest master sat down with me on his right, Zorba on his left.

“It’s Lent,” he said. “Sorry, no olive oil or wine, even for travelers. Welcome!”

Crossing ourselves, we reached out silently and took olives, green onions, taramosalata, steeped beans. The three of us chewed slowly, without appetite.

“Such is earthly life,” said the guest master. “Lent. But let’s be patient. Resurrection is coming, with lamb. The kingdom of heaven is approaching.”

I coughed. Zorba’s foot reached over and touched mine, as though telling me to be quiet.

“I saw Father Zacharias,” he said, in order to change the subject.

The guest master seemed startled. “Did that demoniac tell you anything?” he asked anxiously. “He has seven devils inside him. Don’t listen to him! His soul is filthy and he beholds filth.”

The bell rang sadly for the vigil. The guest master crossed himself and rose.

“I’m going,” he said. “Christ’s passion has begun. We will be sharing his crucifixion. But you may rest tonight since you are travelers. Tomorrow, however, at matins . . .”

“Wretches!” murmured Zorba between his teeth as soon as the monk had gone. “Wretches! Liars! Human she-mules! She-mulish humans!”

“What’s wrong with you, Zorba? Did Zacharias tell you something?”

“Never mind, Boss. Damnation! Even if they don’t sign, I’ll make mincemeat out of them!”

We went to the cell they had prepared for us. In the corner was an ancient icon of the All-Holy showing her cheek pressed against her son’s cheek and her large eyes filled with tears.

Zorba shook his head. “Do you know why she’s weeping, Boss?”

“No.”

“Because she sees things. If I were an icon painter, I would draw the All-Holy without eyes, without ears, without a nose—because I feel sorry for her.”

We lay down on our scanty bedding. The ceiling beams smelled of cypress wood; aroma-filled springtime breezes entered through the tiny open window. Mournful melodies arrived every so often from the courtyard like successive breaths. A nightingale began to warble outside the window, another warbled farther away, then still another. The night overflowed with lovemaking.

I could not sleep. The nightingales’ warbling joined Christ’s lamentations. I was struggling to ascend Golgotha, following large drops of blood through the blossoming orange trees. In the bluish springtime night I kept viewing Christ’s body frosted over by coils of cold sweat, his hands quivering as though in supplication, seeking alms. The people of Galilee, running behind him, shouted “Hosannah! Hosannah!” They carried palm boughs and spread their clothing on the ground for him to tread. He kept gazing at those he loved. Not a single one of them divined anything; he alone knew that he was on his way to death. Beneath the stars, he consoled his trembling heart with weeping and silence: “Like a grain of wheat, O my heart, you must fall to earth and die. Do not tremble. How else could you produce more grain, O my heart, and nourish those who perish from hunger?” But the human heart inside him kept trembling, trembling; it did not want to die.

Little by little, the forest around the monastery overflowed with nightingale song, full of love and passion, rising out of the damp foliage. With this song overflowed as well the weeping, swelling breast of quivering humanity.

In this way, without understanding how, I entered sleep together with Christ’s passion and the nightingales’ warbling, just as the soul will enter Paradise.

* * *

I must have been fast asleep for less than an hour when I jerked awake in terror. “Zorba,” I shouted, “did you hear that? A pistol shot!”

But Zorba was already sitting up on his mattress and smoking. “Don’t be put out, Boss,” he said, struggling to control his rage. “Let them settle their own hash.”

Cries broke out in the corridor, heavy slippers dragged along, doors opened and closed, someone far away moaned as though wounded.

I jumped off the mattress and opened the door. A lanky old man ran out in front of me. He was wearing a pointed white nightcap and a white nightshirt that reached to his knees.

“Who are you?”

“The bishop,” he replied in a trembling voice.

I almost broke my sides laughing. Golden vestments, miter, crosier, multicolored artificial jewels. It was the first time I’d see a bishop in a nightshirt.

“What was that pistol shot?”

“I don’t know, don’t know,” he murmured, pushing me back.

Zorba, on his bed, laughed. “Hey, oldster, you’ve got the shakes. Come inside, poor fellow. We’re not monks; no need to be afraid of us.”

“Zorba,” I said softly, “don’t talk like that. He’s the bishop.”

“Listen, in a nightshirt no one is a bishop. Come inside, I tell you!”

He stood up, took the bishop by the arm, drew him inside, shut the door. Removing a bottle of raki from his travel bag, he filled a small glass.

“Drink, old man, to buck up your ticker,” he said to him.

The old man drank the raki and came round. Sitting down on my mattress, he leaned against the wall.

“Most Reverend,” I said, “what was that pistol shot?”

“I don’t know, my child. I worked until midnight and went to bed, whereupon I heard next door to me, from Father Dometios’s cell—”

“Ah-ha! You were right, Zacharias!” said Zorba.

The bishop lowered his head and mumbled, “It must have been some burglar.” The hubbub in the corridor ceased; the monastery sank again into silence. The bishop looked at me with his kindly, frightened eyes, imploringly. “Are you sleepy, my child?” he asked me.

I felt that he did not wish to leave, feeling afraid to remain all alone again in his cell.

“No,” I answered. “I’m not sleepy. Stay here.”

We began a conversation. Zorba, leaning against his pillow, was smoking, breathing heavily.

“You seem an educated young man, thank God,” said the oldster. “Here I don’t find anyone to talk to. I have three theories that sweeten my life. I’d like to relate them to you.” Without waiting for a reply, he began: “My first theory is this: A flower’s shape influences its color. Its color influences its qualities. Consequently, each flower has a different impact on the body and therefore on the soul. For this reason we must be very careful when we walk on a flowering field.” He fell silent, as though awaiting my opinion. I could see the old man strolling on a flowering field, looking down with hidden gooseflesh at the flowers’ shapes and colors, trembling because that spring the entire field had been filling with spirits.

“This is my second theory: Every idea that has real influence also has real substance. It exists. It is not a bodiless phantom wandering in the air. It has a veritable body—eyes, mouth, feet, belly. It is a man or a woman and pursues either men or women. That’s why the Gospel says, ‘The Word became flesh.’ ” He looked at me again, filled with anxiety.

“The third theory,” he said quickly, unable to bear my silence, “is this: Eternity exists even in one’s ephemeral life, but it is very difficult for us to find it on our own. Ephemeral concerns mislead us. Only very few people, the most select, manage to experience eternity in this ephemeral life. The others would be lost if God had not felt pity for them on this account and sent them religion, which enables the multitude to experience eternity.”

The bishop, having spoken, was relieved. Raising his small eyes, which were without lashes, he looked at me, smiling. It was as though he were saying, “Behold! What I possess, I bequeath to you.” I was moved by his heartfelt desire to offer the fruits of his entire life to me, whom he had just met.

His eyes were overflowing. “How did my theories strike you?” he asked, grasping my hand between his two palms. He gazed at me as though expecting to learn from my answer whether his life had gone to waste.

He was trembling. I, however, knew that above truth there stands another humane obligation that is much greater.

“Those theories, venerable father,” I replied, “may save many souls.”

The bishop’s face glowed. His entire life was justified. “Thank you, my child,” he whispered, tenderly squeezing my hand.

At that moment Zorba jumped out of his corner.

“Forgive me,” he said, “but I have a fourth theory.”

I gave him a worried look. The bishop turned:

“Speak, my child. May it be fine and blessed. What theory is that?”

“That two and two make four,” said Zorba, seriously.

The bishop looked at him, confused.

“And a fifth theory, venerable father,” Zorba continued: “That two and two do not make four. Pick and choose!”

“I don’t understand,” murmured the bishop, looking at me as though seeking my help.

“Neither do I,” said Zorba, bursting into laughter.

Turning to the confused old man, I changed the subject. “With what studies are you engaged in the monastery?”

“I am copying the monastery’s codices, my child. These days I’ve been recording all the epithets with which our Church adorns the Mother of God.” He sighed. “I’ve grown old and cannot do anything else,” he said. “By recording all these adornments of the Mother of God I find relief and forget the world’s ignominies.”

Leaning against the pillow, he began to murmur as though delirious: “Unfading Rose, Good Earth, Vine, Source, River, Spring from which Miracles Run, Ladder to Heaven, Bridge, Frigate, Harbor, Key to Paradise, Light, Candle, Lightning, Fiery Pillar, Defending General, Unshaking Tower, Impregnable Wall, Lodging, Refuge, Consolation, Joy, Staff for the Blind, Mother of Orphans, Altar, Nourishment, Peace, Calm, Unguent, Feasting, Milk and Honey.”

“The poor guy’s out of his mind,” said Zorba. “Let’s throw him a cover so he doesn’t catch cold.” He bent over, picked up a blanket, tossed it over the bishop, and fixed the pillow. “I’ve heard that there are seventy-seven kinds of madness,” he said. “But this one here makes them seventy-eight.”

Light was finally breaking. The sound of the wooden gong, the “simantro,” could be heard in the courtyard. I leaned out of the little window and saw a slender monk with a long black covering over his head moving slowly around the courtyard striking a small mallet against a long piece of extraordinarily melodious wood. The gong’s voice, all sweetness, harmony, and appeal, dispersed through the morning air. The nightingales had fallen silent and the first morning-birds in the trees had begun timidly to chirp.

Leaning out of the window, I strained my ears, enchanted by the simantro’s evocative melody. I kept thinking of how a sublime ritual of life may decline, preserving all of its imposing external forms once full of nobility but now empty. The soul departs, yet leaves untouched the shell that it had constructed to be complicated and ample like the turtle’s carapace, in order that it might fit within. The splendid cathedrals that one encounters in noisy now-faithless cities are, I thought, such emptied shells—prehistoric monsters that remain only as skeletons eaten away by sun and rain.

There was a knocking on our cell door. The guest master’s oily voice could be heard: “Rise for matins, brothers.”

Zorba called out angrily, “What was that pistol shot?” He waited a moment. Silence. The monk must still have been standing outside the door, because we had not heard any departing footsteps.

“What was that pistol shot, you filthy monk?” he shouted again.

We heard hurried footsteps of departure. Zorba reached the door with a leap and opened it.

“Ptou! Con artists!” he yelled, spitting toward the fleeing monk. “Fathers, monks, nuns, church wardens, vergers—ptoooey!”

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “I smell blood.”

“If it were only blood!” Zorba growled. “You go to matins if you feel like it. I’ll snoop around and see what I can find.”

“No, let’s get out of here,” I repeated. “As for you, do me the favor of not poking your nose into other people’s business.”

“But that’s precisely where I want to poke it, Boss.” He thought a moment, then smiled roguishly. “Hail Satan, full of grace!” he said. “I think he’s arranging things just right. Do you know, Boss, how much that pistol shot might cost the monastery? Seven thousand-drachma notes!”

We went down to the courtyard, fragrant with blossoming trees, filled with sweetness and joy. Zacharias was lying in wait for us. Running, he grasped Zorba’s arm.

“Brother Canavaro,” he murmured, trembling, “come, let’s both leave.”

“What was that pistol shot? Was someone killed? Damn it, you monk, talk or I’ll strangle you!”

The monk’s lower jaw was shaking. He looked around him. The courtyard was deserted, cells closed; wave after wave of melody kept pouring out of the opened church door.

“Both of you follow me,” Zacharias whispered. “Sodom and Gomorrah!”

Sliding against the walls, we crossed the courtyard and went out through the orchard.

The cemetery was a stone’s throw from the monastery. We entered it.

We strode over the tombstones. Zacharias pushed open the small door of the tiny chapel and entered. We entered with him. In the middle, a body wrapped in a monk’s robe was lying on a straw mat. A candle illumined its head, another its feet.

Leaning over the corpse, I uncovered its face.

“The young monk!” I murmured, shuddering. “Dometios’s blond adolescent.”

The archangel Michael in red sandals, wings raised, sword bared, was glowing next to the sanctuary door.

“Archangel Michael,” shouted the monk, “throw fire and burn them! Give a kick, Archangel Michael, jump off the iconostasis. Didn’t you hear the pistol shot?”

“Who killed him? Who? Dometios? Speak, you damned goat beard!”

The monk escaped Zorba’s grasp and fell facedown in front of the archangel’s feet. He remained motionless for quite some time, head bent back, mouth gaping, as though listening intently. Suddenly he jumped up, rejoicing. “He is going to incinerate them!” he said decisively. “The archangel moved, signaled me.” He crossed himself. “Praise God!” he said. “I’m relieved.”

Zorba grasped the monk once again by the back of his arm. “Come here, Joseph. Let’s go. Do what I tell you.”

He turned to me. “Give me the money, Boss. I’ll sign the papers. They’re wolves here. You’re a lamb. They’ll eat you. Leave things to me. Don’t worry, I’ve got my hands on those potbellied padres. We’ll leave here this afternoon with the forest in our pockets. Hey, Zacharias, come on, let’s go!”

The two of them slid furtively toward the monastery. I headed the other way, toward the pine forest.

The sun had risen. Earth and sky were resplendent, leaves flickering with dew. A blackbird flew in front of me and perched on a branch of a wild pear tree; it moved its long tail, opened its beak, eyed me, and whistled scoffingly two or three times. I was able through the pine trees to discern a line of monks issuing into the surrounding courtyard with heads lowered, coal-black cowls over their shoulders. Matins had finished; they were heading now for the refectory. “What a pity,” I thought, “that such austerity and nobility should now be soulless.”

Not having slept, I was tired. I lay down on the grass. The fennel, aspalathus, mastic, and sage smelled beautiful. Hungry buzzing insects stabbed into wildflowers and harvested honey. The distant mountains gleamed limpid and bluish, resembling turbulent haze in boiling sunlight. Relaxed and serene, I closed my eyes. An ethereal joy overcame me, as though all this around me was a paradisiacal lawn, as though all the coolness, lightness, and sober intoxication was God. God changes his countenance; happy are those who succeed in discerning him behind each mask. Sometimes he is a glass of cool water, sometimes a son dancing on our knees, sometimes a saucy woman, and sometimes a short morning walk. Little by little, everything around me, without changing, became transparent, buoyant—a dream. Sleep and non-sleep took on identical features; slumbering, I was happily dreaming of reality; earth and heaven were identical; life appeared to me like a wildflower with a large drop of honey at its heart, my soul like a rowdy bee harvesting.

All at once I leaped out of this joy, hearing footsteps, hushed conversations, and a happy voice behind me:

“Boss, let’s go!” Zorba was standing in front of me, his eyes sparkling devilishly.

“Are we leaving?” I asked with relief. “Is everything finished?”

“Everything!” said Zorba, patting the upper pocket of his jacket. “I’ve got the forest in here. Blessings on our new enterprise! And behold the seven thousand that Lola devoured!”

He removed from an inside pocket a roll of banknotes. “Take them,” he said. “I’ve paid off. I’m not ashamed to see you any longer. Included are Madame Bouboulina’s stockings, handbags, perfumes, parasol; the parrot’s peanuts; even my gift of halvah to you.”

“It’s my gift to you, Zorba,” I said, “so that, for the All-Holy you have wronged, you may light a candle as tall as yourself.”

Zorba looked behind him. Father Zacharias was approaching in his greasy, green-stained robe, the soles of his laced boots full of gaps. He was pulling the two mules by their bridles. Zorba showed him the roll of hundred-drachma banknotes.

“Let’s share them, Father Zacharias,” he said, “so you can buy a hundred fifty kilos of salted codfish, which you’ll eat, poor fellow, and eat and eat until you slog your guts out, puke, and find deliverance. Come here, open up your mitts!”

The monk snatched the greasy banknotes and hid them next to his chest.

“I’ll buy kerosene,” he said.

Zorba, lowering his voice, leaned over to the monk’s ear. “When it’s night,” he said, “and all of them are asleep and there’s a strong wind, you’ll pour some over the walls, all four corners; you’ll soak rags, scraps, cotton waste, whatever you find, soak it in kerosene and set everything on fire. Get it?”

The monk was trembling.

“Stop shaking, you abominable monk! Didn’t the archangel command you? God and kerosene are holy! Good luck!”

We mounted the mules. I cast a final glance at the monastery.

“Did you find out, Zorba . . .?” I inquired.

“About the pistol shot? Don’t get upset, I’m telling you, Boss. Zacharias was right: Sodom and Gomorrah! Dometios is the one who killed the ravishing boy monk.”

“Dometios! Why?”

“Forget the details I’m telling you. Filth and stench.”

He turned toward the monastery. The monks were leaving the refectory now and locking themselves in their cells.

“Curse me, holy fathers!” he screamed at them.


XIX

The first person whom we met as we dismounted at our beach that night was our Bouboulina, hunched up in front of our hut. When we lighted the oil lamp and saw her face, we were frightened.

“What happened to you, Madame Hortense? Are you sick?”

Ever since the moment when the great hope—marriage—had flickered in her mind, our aged siren had lost all of her shady, unmentionable charms. She kept striving to erase everything from the past, to cast off her tawdry adornments: feathers plucked from pashas, beys, and “amirals.” She yearned to become a serious, respectable damsel, an “honest woman.” She no longer used makeup, jewelry, or soap. She stank.

Zorba said not a word; he kept nervously twisting his newly dyed mustache. Bending down, he lit the Primus stove and took out the briki for coffee.

Suddenly we heard the aged chanteuse’s hoarse voice: “No peetee! No merrrsee!”

Zorba, raising his head, looked at her, his eyes softening. He had never heard a woman address him imploringly without sensing his world being turned upside down. He could be drowned by a single feminine tear. Without speaking, he added coffee and sugar to the briki, and stirred.

“Why you leave me so longtemps non marrrried?” the old siren cooed. “How appearrr mon fahse in veelladge? Mon honneur destrrroyed! Honneur destrrroyed! Destrrrroyed! I keel mee!”

Having lain down on the mattress, tired, I was leaning on my pillow avidly savoring this comically heartrending scene.

Madame Hortense had now drawn near Zorba and was touching his knees. “Why you not brrring the crrrowns de mariage?” she asked him poignantly.

Zorba felt Bouboulina’s corpulent hand trembling on his knee. This knee was earth’s very last firm region on which the siren of a thousand shipwrecks could cling and be saved.

Zorba understood this perfectly. His heart softened, but once again he did not speak. He poured the coffee into three cups.

“Why you not brrring the crrrowns de mariage?” repeated the poignant voice.

“They don’t have good ones in Iraklio,” answered Zorba. He distributed the cups and crouched in a corner. “I wrote to Athens to send us some of the good ones,” he continued. “I also wrote for white candles and confetti of roasted almonds overstuffed with chocolate.” His imagination took fire as he was speaking. His eyes threw out sparks. Like a poet in the fiery moment of creativity, Zorba moved likewise in the sublime atmosphere in which truth and falsehood combine, recognizing each other as sisters. Crouching as he was, he was now at ease. He sipped his coffee noisily, then lit a cigarette. It had been a good day; the forest was in his pocket. Pleased, he gained impetus: “Our marriage, Bouboulina dear, will be sensational! Just wait until you see the wedding dress I ordered for you! That’s why I stayed so many days in Iraklio, dearest. I brought two great dressmakers from Athens and said to them, ‘The woman I’ve chosen has no equal in East or West. She was the queen of four Great Powers. Now she’s a widow, the Great Powers have died, and she deigns to accept me. Thus I want her wedding dress to be without compare, all silk and pearls, and I want you to hang golden sequins from the hemline and to place the sun on the right breast and the moon on the left breast.’ ‘But whoever sees it will be dazzled,’ screamed the dressmakers; ‘their eyes will be injured.’ ‘Who cares?’ I replied. ‘Blessings upon my beloved!’ ”

Madame Hortense was listening, leaning against the wall. A clotted smile, all flesh, had oozed out over the flaccid wrinkles of her face, and the rose ribbon around her neck was stretched to the breaking point. “I vant say somezing in the earrr,” she murmured, gazing at Zorba with languorous eyes.

Zorba leaned forward, winking at me.

“I bringed you somezing tonight,” the future bride whispered to him, burying her little tongue in his huge hairy ear. Removing from her bosom a small handkerchief with one corner knotted, she offered it to Zorba.

Zorba grasped the little handkerchief with two of his fingers, placed it on his right knee, and then turned toward the beach outside and kept gazing at the sea.

“You not untah-ee zee knot, Zorba?” she asked. “You not at all in hurrrry, mon pauvre?”

“I’ll drink my coffee first,” he answered, “and smoke my cigarette. I’ve solved the puzzle. I know what’s inside.”

“Untah-ee zee knot, untah-ee zee knot,” the siren implored.

“I’ll smoke my cigarette first, I said!” He looked at me reproachfully as though telling me that I was to blame. He smoked slowly, blowing the smoke out through his nostrils while he continued to gaze at the sea. “Tomorrow we’ll have a hot south wind,” he said. “The weather’s changing. The trees will swell out and so will the girls’ breasts; they won’t fit any longer in their blouses. It’s the monkey business of springtime, invented by the Devil.” He fell silent for a few moments. Then: “Whatever’s good in the world is the Devil’s invention. Springtime, beautiful women, wine—all made by Satan. Monks, fasting, sage tea, ugly women—all made by God. The hell with them!” Saying this, he cast an angry glance at poor Madame Hortense, who was huddled in the corner, listening to him.

“Zorrrba, Zorrrba,” she kept repeatedly begging him.

But he lit another cigarette and continued to gaze at the sea. “In springtime,” he said, “Satan is king. Belts are loosened, women’s fitted jackets are unbuttoned, old ladies sigh. Hey there, Madame Bouboulina, off with your hands!”

“Zorrrba, Zorrrba,” Madame pleaded again. She leaned over, picked up the small handkerchief, and squeezed it into Zorba’s palm.

Tossing away his cigarette, he grabbed the knot, undid it, and now was holding his palm open and looking.

“What is this, Madame Bouboulina?” he asked in disgust.

“Reengz, reengz, dearest. Engahdzmant reeng, bague de fiançailles” murmured the aged siren, trembling. “Iss here zee Best Mahn, bless ’eem; eeveening ees goude; warrrm sowz weend; Dieu us seez. Fiançailles, mon Zorrrba, oui?

Zorba looked at me, at Madame Hortense, at the rings. Many demons were wrestling inside him and so far none of them was winning. The unfortunate woman kept gazing at him in terror.

“Oh mon Zorrrba, oh mon Zorrrrba,” she purred.

I was sitting up in bed now, waiting, wondering which path, of all that were possible, Zorba would choose.

Suddenly he twitched his head. He had decided. His face radiant, he clapped his hands and jumped up. “Let’s go outside under the stars so that God may see us,” he shouted. “Best Man, take the rings. Can you do religious chanting?”

“No,” I answered. I had already jumped down and was helping Madame to get to her feet.

“I can. I forgot to tell you that I was once a priest’s assistant. I followed him to weddings, baptisms, and burials. I learned the hymns by heart, inside out. Come, my Bouboulina; come, my duck; come, frigate of the whole of Western Europe. Get a move on; stand on my right.” Among all of Zorba’s demons, the playful, kindhearted one had come first again tonight. Zorba pitied the debilitated songstress. His heart broke when he observed her stale, bleary eyes fixed upon him with such anguish. “Damn it,” he muttered as he made his decision, “I can still give some pleasure to the female species. Let’s do it!” He raced to the beach, stood arm in arm with Madame, gave me the rings, faced the sea, and began to chant: “Blessed be our God always, now and ever, and to the Ages of Ages. Amen!”

Turning to me: “Keep your wits about you, Boss.”

“There’s no Boss tonight,” I said. “Call me Best Man.”

“Well then, keep your wits about you, Best Man. When I call ‘Shake a leg!’ you put the rings on.” Having said this, he started again to chant in his tone-deaf donkey bray: “For the servant of God Alexis and the servant of God Hortensia, who are now being betrothed to each other, and for their salvation, we pray to the Lord!”

“Kyrie eleison! Kyrie eleison!” I twittered, holding back my laughter and tears with difficulty.

“There are other hymns,” said Zorba, “but God only knows if I can remember them. However, let’s get to the point.” With a little jump he bellowed, “Shake a leg!” and extended his humungous hand. “You hold out your dainty hand, too, sweety-pie,” he said to his betrothed.

The corpulent hand glutted with the weekly wash was trembling. I placed the rings on their fingers and Zorba, frenzied like a dervish, cried out, “The servant of God Alexis is betrothed to the servant of God Hortensia, in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen! The servant of God Alexis is betrothed . . .”

“That’s it! Finished! And next year, too! Come here, Madame Zorbadaina, so that I may give you the first honest kiss of your life!”

But Madame Hortense had collapsed to the ground. She was embracing Zorba’s legs and weeping. Zorba, flushed, shook his head with compassion.

“Women! Poor, unfortunate souls!” he murmured.

Madame Hortense rose, whisked her skirt, spread wide her arms.

“Hey!” shouted Zorba. “It’s Easter Week, Lent, Great Tuesday today. No hugging!”

“Zorrrba sweetheart,” she feebly whimpered.

“Be patient, dear missis, until Easter. We’ll eat meat and strike red eggs together. Right now it’s time for you to return home. What will people say if they see you out so late?”

Bouboulina looked at him imploringly.

“No, no!” said Zorba. “Easter. Come with us, Best Man.”

He leaned over to my ear:

“For God’s sake, don’t leave us alone. I’m not at all in the mood tonight.”

We took the path to the village. The sky was sparkling, the sea redolent, the night-birds sighing. The old siren, hanging onto Zorba’s arm, dragged along, euphoric and melancholic. This evening she had achieved the harbor she had desired all her life. The poor soul had spent her life singing, partying, scoffing at honest women; yet her heart was burning. Passing through the streets of Alexandria, Beirut, or Istanbul reeking of perfume, heavily plastered with makeup, wearing a flamboyant gown, whenever she viewed impoverished women nursing their babies, poor unfortunate Madame Hortense’s breasts were all pins and needles; they swelled and the nipples stood erect, seeking in their own turn an infant’s mouth. Sighing, she heard a lifelong message from her mind and good sense: “Find a husband, find a husband, give birth to a baby.” But she never revealed her pain to a single person. Now, God be praised, although it was a bit late (nevertheless acceptable) and although she was dilapidated and sea buffeted, she was entering the long-desired haven.

Every so often she raised her eyes and secretly observed the ungainly gawk towering next to her. “He isn’t a rich pasha with a gold-tasseled fez,” she was thinking; “he isn’t the handsome son of a bey. But it’s still all right, praised be God! He has become my husband, my husband, by full, legal marriage. Praised be God!”

Zorba felt her weighing him down. He kept striding quickly in order to reach the village and escape her. The poor thing was stumbling on the cobbles. Her toenails were nearly extracted, her corns hurting, but she said nothing. Why should she speak, why complain? Everything was fine, praised be God!”

We had passed The Fig Tree of the Notable’s Daughter and the widow’s orchard. The village’s first houses came into view. We halted.

“Good night, dearrrest,” said the happy chanteuse as she rose on tiptoe in order to reach her fiancé’s lips.

But Zorba did not bend.

“Shall I fall to kiss your feet, mon amour?” asked the woman, preparing to drop to the ground.

“No, no!” said Zorba emotionally. He clutched her to his breast. “It’s I who should fall to kiss your feet, dear missis, but I’m not in the mood. Good night.”

We separated. Zorba and I, deeply inhaling the fragrant air, headed back in silence. Suddenly Zorba turned and looked at me:

“What should we do, Boss?” he asked. “Laugh or cry? Advise me.”

I did not answer. I, too, had a lump in my throat and did not know whether it was from sobs or exuberant laughter.

Suddenly Zorba asked me, “What was the name of that skirt-chasing ancient god who never left a single woman in the world unsatisfied? I’ve heard a bit about him. It seems that he dyed his beard, tattooed hearts and mermaids on his arms, apparently masqueraded as a bull, swan, ram, donkey—whatever suited the appetite (if you’ll excuse me saying so) of each and every slut. Please indulge me by telling me his name.”

“I imagine you’re talking about Zeus. How did you remember him?”

“God bless his soul!” said Zorba, raising his arms to the sky. “Listen to me, Boss. I know something: he suffered a lot, had all kinds of distress, was a great martyr. You listen to what books say, but keep in mind who writes books: teachers! Ptui! To hell with them! What do teachers know about skirt chasers or women?”

“Zorba, why don’t you write something that explains to us all the world’s mysteries?”

“Why don’t I? Obviously because I live all the mysteries you mention and don’t have time. Sometimes it’s people in general, sometimes women, sometimes wine, sometimes the santouri, so I don’t have a moment to grab hold of that blathering dame, the pen. So the world falls into the hands of pen pushers. Those who live the mysteries lack time and those who don’t lack time don’t live the mysteries. Got it?”

“What about Zeus? Stop changing the subject.”

“Oh, the poor fellow!” said Zorba with a sigh. “I’m the only one who knows how much he suffered. It’s true that he loved women, but not the way you pen pushers think—no, not at all! He felt sorry for them, understood the yearning of each and every one of them, sacrificed himself for them. Whenever he saw an old maid in some provincial backwater worrying herself sick, or some tasty little wife who couldn’t fall asleep because her husband was away—bah! even if she wasn’t tasty, was a holy monster—he would cross himself, so caring was he for every soul, would change clothes, assume the features of the man whom the woman had in mind, and enter her room. He didn’t have any taste for love affairs, I tell you. He was often worn out, and with good reason: how could the poor fellow manage such a crowd! He was often listless, bored, unwell. Have you ever seen a billy goat, Boss, after he’s mounted a flock of nanny goats? He slobbers, his eyes are misted over and gummy, he coughs, makes raspy sounds, can hardly stand on his four feet. That’s just the way poor Zeus was quite often. He’d get back home at dawn and say, ‘Oh my, dear Christ, when can I get to bed and have some sleep? I can hardly stand on my two feet.’ And he’d always wipe away his slobber. But suddenly he would hear a sigh. Some woman down on earth had thrown back her sheets, gone out onto her verandah, and was moaning. Suddenly Zeus’s heart would begin to melt. ‘Oh well, let’s go back down to earth,’ he’d murmur, ‘let’s go back down once again, poor me. A woman sighed. Let’s go down and console her.’ Until all these women undid him. His back was killing him, he was so tired. He vomited repeatedly, suffered paralysis, and kicked the bucket. Then came his successor, Christ. Seeing the holy mess the former god was in, he proclaimed, ‘Steer clear of women!’ ”

Listening to Zorba, I admired his freshness of mind and roared with laughter.

“Laugh. Yes, Boss, laugh. But if the God-Devil permits our job to go well (not likely, it seems to me, but anyway . . .) do you know what sort of shop I’ll open? A marriage agency! ‘Zeus’s Marriage Agency.’ Well, poor unfortunate women who couldn’t find a husband will come along, also old maids—those with ugly faces, bow legs, crossed eyes, the lame, the hunchbacked—and I will receive them in a sitting room whose walls will be covered with photographs of gorgeous young men. I’ll say to them, ‘Lovely ladies, choose whichever you’d like, and I’ll take steps to have you receive him as your husband.’ Then I’ll find some young blade who looks like him, will dress him as in the photo, give him money, and say to him, ‘Go to such-and-such a street, such-and-such a house number, run to find so-and-so, start courting her. Don’t detest this; I’m paying. Sleep with her. Tell her all the nice things that men say to women, things that the poor dear has never heard. Swear that you’ll take her as your wife. Donate a little happiness to the unfortunate creature, the happiness that even nanny goats enjoy, and turtles, and centipedes. And if it so happened occasionally that no one, no matter how much I paid him, agreed to offer consolation to some obese old horse just like our Madame Bouboulina right now, well, I’d cross myself and would take her on myself as director of the agency. All the idiots would say, ‘Hey, the old paralytic! Doesn’t he have an eye to see, a nose to smell?’ ‘Hey you nitwits, you thick-skinned dolts, I do have eyes, I do have a nose, but I also have a heart, and I care. When you have a heart, noses and eyes don’t matter; they can all go for a walk. When I, too, become a paralytic from my extensive good works and kick the bucket, Peter the doorkeeper will open Paradise for me and say, ‘Enter, amorous Zorba, enter, Zorba the great martyr, go and lie down next to your colleague Zeus to get some rest in your turn, O blessed one. You suffered exceedingly in your life.’ ”

When Zorba talked, his imagination laid traps into which he himself fell. Little by little he came to believe his fairy tale. Tonight, when he had finished as we were passing by The Fig Tree of the Notable’s Daughter, he sighed and raised his arms as though taking an oath: “Don’t worry, dear Bouboulina, my rotted, tormented old scow! Don’t worry, I won’t leave you uncomforted. No, I won’t. The four Great Powers left you, youth left you, God left you, but I, Zorba, will not leave you!”

It was after midnight when we reached our shore. A breeze was blowing—the warm south wind from Africa that swells out the trees, vineyards, and breasts of Crete. The entire island, stretched asleep on the sea, broke into goose bumps as it welcomed the breeze’s bud-swelling breath. Zeus, Zorba, and the sensual south wind joined inside me tonight to form a massive, black-bearded masculine face with greasy black hair and hot blood-red lips leaning down over Madame Hortense, the earth.


XX

We lay down on our beds. Zorba, satisfied, rubbed his hands together. “This was a good day, Boss,” he said. “You’ll ask me what ‘good’ means. It means ‘full.’ Just think: this morning we were in the middle of nowhere at the monastery; we pulled a fast one on the abbot, and who cares if he’s cursing us. Then we came back down to our hangout here, found Lady Bouboulina and I got engaged—here’s the ring, first-class gold. It seems she had two English pounds left from those the English admiral gave her at the end of the last century. She was keeping them for her funeral. And now, bless her, she gave them to a jeweler and he turned them into rings. What a mystery people are!”

“Go to sleep, Zorba,” I said. “Enough’s enough. Calm down. Tomorrow we have an official ceremony; we’ll insert the first stanchion for our aerial runway. I sent a message to Father Stefanos to come.”

“You did well, Boss. Very smart! For sham-holy Stef to come with his goat’s beard, for village notables to come, for us to distribute candles for them to light. All that creates an impression, placing our business on firm ground. Don’t look at me. I have my own personal God and my own personal Devil, whereas the man in the street—”

He laughed. He was unable to sleep; his mind was a tall fluttering flame. “Hello there, Gramps,” he said after a while, thinking of his own grandfather. “May God sanctify your bones! He was a skirt chaser and a law unto himself, just like me. On the other hand, this hypocritical rascal had traveled to the Holy Sepulcher and become a hajji. God alone knows why. When he returned to his village, one of his pals, a goat-stealing swindler and good-for-nothing, says to him, ‘Hey, brother, you didn’t bring me back a piece of the True Cross from the Holy Sepulcher!’ ‘Didn’t bring a piece for you, brother?’ says my super-wily gramps. ‘How could I forget you? Come to my house tonight, bring the priest along to perform his holy water rites, and I’ll hand it over to you. Also bring a roast suckling pig and some wine for the blessed occasion.’ Gramps went home that evening, cut out of his worm-eaten door a tiny piece of wood no bigger than a grain of rice, wrapped it in cotton, dripped a bit of olive oil on top, and waited. In a little while, lo and behold! Here comes the pal with the priest and the suckling pig. The priest puts on his stole and performs his holy water rites. The True Cross is bestowed; they attack the suckling pig. Well, Boss, will you believe this? The pal kowtowed to the True Cross, hung it around his neck, and from then on became a different—a changed!—man. He took to the mountains, joined the armed Christian anti-Ottoman insurgents and the klephts, burned Turkish villages, raced fearlessly through rifle fire. Why should he be afraid? He had the True Cross on him; bullets would not dare to touch him.”

Zorba burst out laughing. “The idea is everything,” he said. “You believe, and a sliver from an old door becomes a piece of the True Cross. You don’t believe, and the entire True Cross becomes an old door.”

Wherever one touched Zorba’s soul, out flew sparks.

“Have you ever gone to war, Zorba?”

“How should I know?” he answered, frowning. “I don’t remember. Which war?”

“What I want to say is: Have you ever fought for your country?”

“What I want to say is: How about changing the subject? Those are old, forgotten idiocies.”

“You call them idiocies, Zorba? Aren’t you ashamed? Is that the way you speak of your country?”

Zorba gazed at me, stretching out his neck. Like him, I was lying in bed, the oil lamp burning above me. He gazed at me harshly for a long time. Then, clutching his mustache, he finally declared, “That’s raw, uncooked stuff: meat fit for a schoolmaster, a mind fit for the same. Pardon me, Boss, but no matter what I say to you, it goes to waste.”

“But why?” I protested. “I do understand, Zorba; I swear to you that I do understand.”

“Yes, you do understand—with your mind. You say: true/false, this way/that way, right/wrong. But what’s the result? I watch your arms, feet, chest while you talk, and they all remain silent, say nothing, as though they’re bloodless. So, you do understand, but with what? The head? Phooey!”

“Hey, Zorba, don’t dodge the issue! I asked in order to provoke. I don’t expect a scamp like you bothers very much about his country.”

Furious, Zorba banged his fists against the wall, making the oil cans clatter. “Don’t you dare say that to me!” he shouted. “The man you see here once embroidered Hagia Sophia out of my own hair and carried it on me, hanging from my neck against my breast as a talisman. Yes, I embroidered it with these hands of mine out of my own hair (which then was raven black). The man you see here accompanied Pavlos Melas through the crags of Macedonia. I was a stalwart, a wild beast from head to toe, with my nationalist silver necklace strung crossways over my breast, my hook-bladed daggers, my greaves, amulets, chains, cartridge belts, pistols. I was all iron, silver, and shoe studs that made me raise such a clatter when I was walking that it was as though a cavalry regiment were passing. Here, look here, here, here!” He undid his shirt and threw off his pants. “Bring the oil lamp here,” he commanded.

I came closer with the lamp, which illumined his thin, shriveled form. Deep wounds; bullet holes; his body like a sieve.

“Now look here!” He turned facedown on the bed, showing me his back. “You see, not a single wound there, on the back. Understand? Put the lamp back now.” He donned his pants and shirt, sat up on his mattress. “Idiocy!” he hollered in a rage. “Shame! Good God, when will we humans become human? We wear trousers, collars, hats and we’re still mules, wolves, foxes, pigs. We’re supposed to have God’s face. Who, we? I spit on our filthy mugs!”

Terrible memories were rising into Zorba’s head. Becoming increasingly roused, he let incomprehensible words pass between his wobbly, cavity-filled teeth. Then, getting up, he grabbed hold of the water pitcher, drank, drank more, cooled off, came back to his senses.

“Wherever someone touches me,” he said, “I groan. I am full of wounds. Why do you sit there and keep jabbering away to me about women? When I discovered I was truly a man, I didn’t even turn to look at them. And if I did turn I would lay hands on them momentarily, jumping on and off like a rooster, then leaving. ‘Those filthy polecats,’ I said to myself, ‘those filthy priests’ wives, they want to suck away my strength. Pttfou! To hell with them!’ So I grabbed my rifle and took off to join the partisans of the Macedonian Revolutionary Organization. One day around nightfall I slipped into a Bulgarian village and hid in a stable. It turned out to be the home of the Bulgarian priest, a fierce, bloodthirsty partisan. At night he would remove his cassock, don shepherd’s clothes, arm himself, and head for the Greek villages. He’d return the next morning at dawn, wash away all the mud and blood, and go to conduct mass. He had recently killed a Greek schoolteacher who was lying asleep in bed. So I entered the priest’s stable and waited, lying facedown behind two oxen, on their dung, whereupon in comes the priest toward nightfall to feed his animals. I jump on him, slaughter him like a sheep, cut off both his ears and take them with me. You see, I was amassing a collection of Bulgarian ears, so I took the priest’s ears and vamoosed. A few days later I entered this same village around noontime, pretending to be a peddler. I’d left my guns up on the mountain and had gone to the village to buy bread, salt, and pom-pom shoes for the brave partisan lads, whereupon I see five barefooted children outside of a house, dressed in black, holding one another by the hand and begging. Three little girls and two boys, the oldest around ten, the youngest still an infant that the oldest girl held in her arms and kept kissing and caressing so it wouldn’t cry. I don’t know why—divine guidance, I suppose—I decided to approach them: ‘Whose children are you, kids?’ I asked them in Bulgarian. The oldest boy raised his tiny head: “The priest’s,’ he replied. ‘He was slaughtered the other day in the stable.’ My eyes blurred; earth spun like a millstone. I leaned against a wall and the earth stopped spinning. ‘Come close, children,’ I said. ‘Come close to me.’ I removed the pouch from my belt; it was filled with Turkish pounds and silver coins. Kneeling, I emptied the pouch on the ground. ‘Take them,’ I shouted. ‘Take them. Take them.’ The kids threw themselves down and with their little hands gathered up the coins and pound notes. ‘They’re yours, yours!’ I shouted. ‘Take them.’ I also left them my basket with all its wares. ‘Everything is yours. Take it all!’ I immediately took to my heels, left the village, opened my shirt, pulled away the Hagia Sophia I had embroidered, slashed it in two, threw it away, and ran, ran . . . And I’m still running!”

Leaning against the wall, Zorba turned and looked at me:

“That’s how I was saved,” he said.

“Saved from your country?”

“Yes, from my country,” Zorba answered in a calm, firm voice. A moment later: “Saved from my country, saved from priests, saved from money. No more sifting. I’m increasingly finished with sifting things out; I’m simplifying. How can I express it to you? I am freeing myself, becoming a human being.”

Zorba’s eyes were bright; his broad mouth laughed with pleasure. Unable to control his overflowing heart after a short silence, he regained momentum. “Once upon a time I used to say ‘That one is a Turk or a Bulgarian; this one is a Greek.’ I’ve done things for my country, Boss, that would make your hair stand on end. I have slaughtered, robbed, burned villages, raped women, wiped out households. Why? Supposedly because they were Bulgarians or Turks. ‘Damn you to hell, you swine!’ I often say to myself, and give myself the ‘fuck you’ sign. ‘Damn you! You nitwit!’ Well, I’ve really learned something. Now I look at people and say, ‘This one is a good person, that one a bad person. It doesn’t matter whether he’s a Bulgarian or a Greek. To me they’re both the same. The only thing I ask now is whether he’s good or bad. And the older I get, yes, by the bread I eat, it seems to me that I’ll begin not to ask that either. Bah, who cares if they’re good or bad? I pity them all. When I see someone, my guts split apart even if I pretend not to give a damn. Look here, I say: this poor devil eats, drinks, loves, fears, has his God and his Devil; he, too, will kick the bucket and be laid out dead as a doornail underground to be eaten by worms. Poor miserable devil! We’re brothers, all of us. Food for worms! And if it’s a woman, then by God I start weeping. Your Excellency teases me every now and then about loving women. Damn it, how can I keep from loving them? They’re such weak creatures, don’t have an inkling of what’s happening to them, and if you take hold of them by the breast they all at once open every household door and surrender themselves to you. Another time when I had entered a Bulgarian village, a wretched village notable, a Greek, betrayed me and they surrounded the house where I’d found lodging. I flew out onto the balcony, crept from tiled rooftop to tiled rooftop—it was nighttime, with a moon—then jumped from flat roof to flat roof like a cat, to escape. But they spotted my shadow, climbed up onto the rooftops, and I’m strewn with rifle fire. So what do I do? I tumble down into a courtyard where a Bulgarian woman was sleeping. She jumps up in her nightdress, sees me, begins to open her mouth to scream, but I reach out, say, ‘Good grief, quiet!’ and grab her breast. She turns pale, stoops, whispers to me, ‘Come inside so they won’t see us.’ I go inside. ‘Are you Greek?’ she asks. ‘Yes, Greek. Don’t give me away.’ I took her around the waist. She said nothing. I slept with her, my heart trembling with the pleasure. ‘Hey, just look, Zorba,’ I said to myself, ‘this is the meaning of woman, the meaning of humanity! Does she speak Bulgarian? Greek? Gobbledygook? It’s all the same, you fool; she’s a human being, a human being. Aren’t you ashamed to kill people? I spit on you!’ That’s what I kept saying for as long as I remained with her—within her warmth. But would my country, that rabid bitch, release me? In the morning I departed dressed Bulgarian-style in her late husband’s clothes that the Bulgarian widow had removed from her trunk and given me, kissing my knees and begging me to return. Yes, I did return the next night; returned as a patriot, you see; returned as a ferocious beast with a tin of kerosene and burned down the village. She must have been incinerated, too, poor thing. Her name was Ludmila.”

Zorba sighed, lit a cigarette, took two puffs on it, threw it away. “ ‘My country,’ you keep telling me. You ought to listen to me, not to the twaddle your papers say. As long as countries exist, the human being will remain a beast, a ferocious beast. But I escaped, glory be to God, escaped. What about you?”

I did not answer. All the problems that I was struggling to solve drop by drop, nailed to my chair in solitude, this person had solved in the mountains, in fresh air—had cut straight through them. Inconsolable, I closed my eyes.

“Are you sleeping, Boss?” asked Zorba, irked. “And I, a fool, sit here and keep talking to you.” Muttering, he lay back on his mattress; soon I heard him snoring.

* * *

The whole night long I could not fall asleep. A nightingale heard for the first time tonight in our solitude filled the world with such unbearable sorrow that suddenly I felt my eyes flowing with tears.

Rising at dawn, I stood by the door and stared at sea and land. The world had changed in a single night, I felt. In the sand across from me a squat thornbush, still ragged yesterday, had launched diminutive white flowers; newly blossomed lemon trees and orange trees had spilled their sweet, distant aroma into the air. Advancing, I took a few steps onto the newly bedecked soil. I was unable to devour enough of this eternally renewed miracle.

Suddenly I heard a happy cry behind me. I turned. Zorba had jumped up, half naked, and had placed himself at the door. Overcome in his turn, he was gazing at the springtime.

“What is this, Boss!” he shouted, mystified. “By my faith, I’m viewing the world for the very first time. That blue out there that’s moving, what miracle is it? What is it called? The sea, the sea? And the one wearing the green pinafore with flowers? The earth? Which devotee fashioned them! I swear to you, Boss, I’m seeing them for the first time.” His eyes had filled with tears.

“Hey, Zorba,” I shouted, “are you growing senile?”

“Don’t laugh, Boss! Hey, can’t you see? They’re performing witchcraft for us here!” He rushed outside, started to dance, rolled in the grass like a springtime foal.

The sun appeared. I held out my palms to warm them. Budding of trees; budding of women’s breasts; opening of the soul like a budding tree; body and soul fashioned, you felt, from the same substance.

Zorba had risen from the grass now, his hair full of dew and soil. “Quick, Boss,” he shouted at me, “let’s get dressed and deck ourselves out in our finest. Holy water rites today. The priest and notables are going to appear at any minute. What a disgrace for our business if they catch us rolling in the grass! So, on with collar and necktie right away! Long faces right away! Who cares if one’s head is missing; a hat does the trick. Priest and notables, I spit on you!”

We dressed, got ready; the laborers arrived; the notables appeared.

“Patience, Boss. Squelch the merriment; we don’t want to become laughingstocks.”

In front came Priest Stefanos in his greasy cassock with its very deep pockets. At consecrations, funerals, marriages, and baptisms he would toss into these cesspits whatever treats he was given, all mixed up: raisins, rolls, mizithra cheese pies, cucumbers, meatballs, sugared almonds, the special boiled wheat for funerals. In the evening his aged wife would don her spectacles and, while munching, sort everything out. Behind Priest Stefanos came the notables: Kondomanolios the café owner, who knew something of the world since he had been as far as Hania and had seen Prince George; Uncle Anagnostis, smiling serenely in his wide-sleeved, brilliantly white shirt; the serious, official-looking teacher with his heavy stick; and finally Mavrandonis, walking slowly, wearing a black head scarf, black shirt, and high black boots, who, embittered and angry, greeted us begrudgingly and placed himself off at a distance, his back facing the sea.

“In God’s name!” said Zorba in an official tone. He took the lead; the others followed in a spirit of religious devotion.

Awakening in these peasant breasts were age-old memories of occult rituals. All had their eyes pinned on the priest, as though expecting to witness him wrestle with invisible powers and exorcise them. For thousands of years now, witch doctors had been raising their arms, sprinkling the air with their aspergillums, and mumbling mysterious, all-powerful words, whereupon wily spirits fled and honest spirits raced out of water, soil, and air to help us.

We reached the pit that had been dug next to the shore in order to receive the aerial runway’s first stanchion. The workmen raised a large pine trunk and placed it vertically in the hole. Father Stefanos donned his stole, grasped the aspergillum, and began in a severe, censorious tone, gazing at the stanchion, to chant the exorcism: “May it be accomplished on solid rock, that neither wind nor water has the power to damage it. Amen!”

“Amen!” shouted Zorba in a thundering voice, crossing himself.

“Amen!” shouted the notables.

“Amen” shouted last of all the workmen.

“May God bless your work and grant you the worldly goods of Abraham and Isaac!” wished Father Stefanos. Zorba buried a banknote in his palm.

“Receive my blessing!” murmured the satisfied priest.

We returned to our hut, where Zorba treated everyone to wine and Lenten hors d’oeuvres: octopus, squid, stewed beans, olives. Afterward all the officials walked along the shoreline and disappeared. The magical ceremony had drawn to a close.

“We managed that just fine,” said Zorba, rubbing his large hands together.

He undressed, donned his work clothes, grabbed a pickax.

“Hey you guys,” he shouted to the workmen, “in God’s name, let’s go!”

Zorba kept his nose to the grindstone all day long, maniacally pursuing his work. The laborers dug a pit every 150 feet, inserting a stanchion in a single row headed for the mountaintop. Zorba—without eating, smoking, or taking a breathing space the entire day—measured, calculated, commanded, devoting himself entirely to his task.

He once said to me, “Half-finished jobs, conversations, sins, and virtues are what have brought the world to its present mess. Reach the end, everyone! Strike; win the fight! God detests the half-Devil more than the Devil-in-chief.”

That evening, when he quit work, he lay down in the sand, exhausted. “I’m going to sleep here and wait for daybreak to begin work again,” he said. “And add night shifts.”

“Why all this hurry, Zorba?”

He hesitated a moment. “Why? Because I need to see if I got the angle right. If I didn’t, we’ll be damned to hell, Boss. And the sooner I see that we’ve been damned to hell, the better.”

He ate hurriedly, snatching his meal. Soon the seashore echoed with his snores. As for me, I remained awake for quite some time. Following stars in the light-blue sky, I observed the entire heavens gradually shift their constellations. My skull, like the dome of an observatory, shifted in its own right as it followed the stars. “Watch the stars, and see yourself running with them.” This sentence of Marcus Aurelius’s filled my heart with harmony.


XXI

Easter Sunday today. Zorba got dressed and ornamented. He donned woolen socks—heavy, dark-mauve Macedonian ones apparently knitted for him by a close female chum—and kept going back and forth to a hilltop near our beach. Worried, he placed his hand like a roof tile over his bushy eyebrows and surveyed the distance, looking toward the village.

“She’s late, the bitch; late, the slut; late, the tattered screwball.”

A newly metamorphosed butterfly flew up and tried to perch on Zorba’s mustache but tickled him. He puffed through his nostrils; the butterfly flew off quietly and vanished into the light.

We were waiting for Madame Hortense today so that she could join us in celebrating the resurrection. We had roasted a lamb on a spit, had prepared stuffed lamb’s intestines as an appetizer, had spread a white sheet on the sand, and had dyed some eggs. Zorba and I, half in jest, half with emotion, had agreed to accord her a grand reception today. When present on our isolated beach, this paunchy, sweetly odoriferous, somewhat rotting siren exerted a strange fascination upon us in spite of ourselves. In her absence something was missing: an aroma like eau de cologne, a red color, a waddling gait resembling a duck’s, a more-or-less husky voice, and two acidic, discolored eyes.

Accordingly, by cutting myrtle and laurel branches, we constructed a triumphal arch for her to pass beneath. High up on this arch we attached four flags—of England, France, Italy, and Russia—in the middle of which, still higher, we placed a long white sheet with blue stripes. Although we lacked cannons, we borrowed two rifles and agreed to place ourselves atop the hill and to begin firing as soon as we spied our corpulent seal waddling, head down, along the seashore. On this special day, here on this isolated beach, we desired to resurrect her former grandeur for her so that she might be duped for a moment, poor thing, into believing that she had become young again, with a rose-red complexion, firm uplifted breasts, patent-leather court shoes, and silk stockings. What value could Christ’s resurrection possess if it failed to signal the resurrection of youth in us, together with joy, belief in miracles, and the possibility that an aged coquette might once again become a twenty-year-old?

“She’s late, the bitch; late, the slut; late, the tattered screwball,” muttered Zorba repeatedly, pulling up his dark-mauve woolen socks that kept falling down.

“Come and sit down here in the shade of the carob tree, Zorba” I said. “Have a smoke. She’ll appear at any minute.”

Throwing one last longing glance toward the path to the village, he settled himself beneath the carob tree. It was almost midday, and hot. The rapid tolling of happy Easter bells sounded in the distance. Occasionally a breeze carried a Cretan lyra’s sounds to us. The entire village was humming like a springtime beehive.

Zorba shook his head. “Years ago,” he said, “my soul would be resurrected every Easter along with Christ. Years ago! Now it’s only my flesh that is resurrected. Why? Because first someone treats you, then someone else—‘Help yourself to this appetizer, help yourself to that hors d’oeuvre.’ I eat larger, more delicious portions, and they don’t all become manure. Something remains, something is saved, turning into merriment, dance, song, or a slight argument. That something is what I call resurrection.”

He stood up again, looked out again, scowled in anger. “A boy is coming here at a run,” he said, jumping down to meet the messenger. The boy stood up on tiptoes and whispered something into Zorba’s ear. Zorba gave an angry jerk: “Ill?” he said. “Ill? Get out of here before I beat you to a pulp!”

He turned to me. “I’ll pop over to the village, Boss, to see what’s happened to the bitch. Be patient. Give me two red eggs to keep for her so she and I can crack them together. Quick! I’m in a hurry!” He pocketed the red eggs, pulled up his fallen woolen socks, and took off.

I descended the hillock and stretched out on our waterfront’s cool pebbles. A slight sea breeze was blowing; the water was choppy; two gulls rested their breasts on the tiny waves and began to feed jauntily, following the sea’s rhythm. I was able to divine with longing the jubilation and coolness felt by those birds’ breasts. Watching the seagulls, I thought to myself, “That is the way: to discover the prime rhythm and to follow it faithfully.”

Zorba reappeared an hour later, caressing his mustache with satisfaction. “She caught cold, poor thing. Nothing serious. She attended midnight vigils during the whole of Easter week even though she’s a Roman Catholic—in my honor, so she says. And she caught cold, poor thing. So I applied suction cups, gave her a stimulating massage with oil from the lamp, and a shot of rum, too. Tomorrow she’ll be fit as a fiddle. O that shameless creature! She knows how to have fun, she does! She was cooing like a dove because my massage tickled her.”

We sat down to eat. Zorba filled our glasses: “To her health! And may the Devil delay in taking her,” he said tenderly. We ate and drank for quite some time without speaking. The breeze kept bringing fervent sounds of the Cretan lyra, resembling the humming of bees. Christ was still being resurrected on the flat roofs of village homes; Easter lamb and Easter rolls were still being transubstantiated into poetic couplets about erotic passion.

After Zorba had eaten and drunk well, he pricked up his huge hairy ear. “The lyra,” he murmured. “They’re dancing in the village.” He jumped up, no longer hungry. The wine had gone to his head. “Hey, what are we doing sitting here like cuckoos?” he shouted. “Let’s go and dance! Don’t you feel sorry for the lamb? You want it to go out of us unjustly? Come on, let’s dance and sing. Zorba is resurrected!”

“Good grief, Zorba, wait a minute! Have you gone out of your mind?”

“Say what you want, Boss, but on my honor I pity the lamb, pity the red eggs, the Easter cakes, the soft white cheese. If I’d eaten bread and olives, I swear to you I would say, ‘Oh well, let’s lie down and go to sleep. Why should I want fun and games after nothing but bread and olives? What good do you expect from such a meal, really?’ But now I’m telling you it’s a shame for the meal we’ve just eaten to go to waste in the same way. Let’s go and perform the resurrection, Boss!”

“I don’t feel like it today. You go. Dance for me, too.”

Zorba grabbed me by the arm and pulled me up: “Damn it, my friend, Christ is risen! Oh, if only I was as young as you! Women and wine galore, sea and work galore! Full blast no matter what! Work on full blast. Wine, sex, all on full blast. No fear of God; no fear of the Devil. That’s the meaning of youth and strength.”

“The lamb is talking inside you, Zorba,” I said with a laugh. “It’s gone wild and turned into a wolf.”

“Damn it, the lamb turned into Zorba. It’s Zorba who’s talking, I tell you. Listen to me—to me!—and curse me. I’m a Sinbad the Sailor. It’s not that I’ve traveled round lots of the world, not at all. But I’ve stolen, killed, told lies, slept with a pile of women. I’ve trampled all the commandments. How many are they? Ten? Damn, why aren’t there twenty of them, fifty, a hundred, so that I could trample them all? In any case, if God exists I won’t be the slightest bit afraid to appear before him on the day after. I don’t know how to tell you all of this to make you understand, but in my opinion none of it has any meaning. Does God deign now to observe some earthworms secretly, to keep an account, fume, curse, get his dander up because we lapsed by mounting the neighbor’s Madame Earthworm or by swallowing a mouthful of meat on Wednesday and again on Friday? Oh you potbellied padres, to hell with the whole lot of you!”

“Very fine, Zorba,” I told him to make him fly off the handle. “God doesn’t ask you what you ate; however, he does ask you what you did.”

“I say to you that he doesn’t ask even that. You’ll respond, ‘Hey there, illiterate Zorba, how do you know?’ I know it reliably because if I had two sons, the first sensible, respectable, thrifty, God-fearing, the second a loose liver, degenerate, a glutton, womanizer, fugitive from justice, I would surely seat both of them at my table, yet my heart—who knows?—would go out to the second son because he would resemble me. But who tells you that I don’t resemble God more than close-fisted Father Stefanos does, who spends his days and nights doing obeisance, collecting small change, the lousy tightwad, and not giving as much as even a glass of water to his guardian angel? God celebrates, kills, is unjust, loves, labors, hunts uncatchable birds—just like me. He eats whatever he likes, takes whichever woman he desires. You see a woman as beautiful as cold water walking on earth; your heart rejoices and suddenly earth opens up and she disappears. Where is she going? Who is taking her? If she’s virtuous we say that God has taken her; if she’s a flirt we say that the Devil has taken her. But I say to you, Boss, I say to you and say it again: God and the Devil are the same!”

I did not respond. Zorba picked up his walking stick, adjusted his cap at a swashbuckling angle, eyed me with compassionate tolerance (so I thought), and moved his lips for a moment as though wishing to say something to me. But he kept quiet. Twisting his mustache, he took off quickly for the village. In the twilight I could see his giant shadow on the pebbles as he receded swinging his stick, the entire waterfront coming alive as he passed. I had pricked up my ears and was listening intently to Zorba’s footsteps as they gradually grew fainter. Sensing that I had remained alone, suddenly I jumped up. Why? To go where? I did not know. Internally I had not made any decision. My body had jumped up on its own, having arrived at a decision without asking me.

“Forward!” it declared loudly, as though uttering a command.

I headed straight for the village, advancing decisively and rapidly but stopping here and there to inhale the springtime. The ground smelled of chamomile. As I approached the orchards, the aromas of lemon trees and orange trees reached me in successive breaths, as did the scent of flowering laurel. Toward the west, the planet Venus had begun its happy dance.

“Women and wine galore, sea and work galore!”—Zorba’s words, which I kept murmuring to myself unintentionally as I proceeded. “Women galore, wine galore, sea galore, work galore. Work on full blast; wine on full blast; sex on full blast; no fear of God, no fear of the Devil—that’s the meaning of youth and strength.” I kept saying these words to myself and repeating them as I continued on my way, as though wishing to develop courage.

Suddenly, abruptly, I halted. It was as though I had arrived where I wanted to be. Where? I looked. It was the widow’s orchard. A sweet feminine voice was softly singing behind the reed fence and the prickly pears. I looked in front of me, behind me. No one. Approaching, I pushed the reeds aside. A woman clothed in a black dress, décolleté, was standing beneath an orange tree. She was cutting flowering branches and singing. In the twilight I discerned the glitter of her half-exposed breast.

Catching my breath, I thought, “They are wild beasts, wild beasts, and they know it. Compared to them, males are such feeble, transient, foolish, inane creatures without endurance. These wild beasts resemble various female insects—the praying mantis, the grasshopper, the spider—female insects that, insatiable at dawn, feed by devouring males.”

The widow, who seemed suddenly to become conscious of my gaze, all at once cut short her muted song. She turned; our eyes joined like two lightning flashes. I felt my knees give way, as though I had encountered a tigress behind the reeds.

“Who is it?” she asked in a stifled voice.

She buttoned up her jacket, hiding her breasts. Her face darkened.

I started to leave; however, Zorba’s words filled my heart abruptly and I gained courage: “woman, sea, wine.”

“It’s me,” I replied. “Me. Let me in.”

As soon as I had uttered these words, I was terrified and started again to leave. But I restrained myself, ashamed in front of Zorba.

“Which ‘me’?”

She took a gentle, cautious, soundless step forward. Stretching her neck, she half-closed her eyes in order to make me out, then took another step, stooping, secretly inspecting. Suddenly her features lit up. Extending the tip of her tongue, she licked her lips. “The Boss?” she asked, her voice sweeter. She took still another step forward, crouching, cringing, ready to pounce. “The Boss?” she asked again in a stifled voice.

“Yes.”

“Come.”

* * *

The sun had appeared; day was breaking. Zorba, having returned, was sitting outside the hut. He was smoking, looking at the sea, waiting for me. As soon as I appeared he raised his head and eyed me, his nostrils quivering like a greyhound’s. Straining his neck, he took a deep breath, smelled. Suddenly his face shone; he had scented the widow’s perfume on me. He stood up slowly, smiling from head to toe and extending his arms. “Blessings!” he said.

I lay down, closed my eyes, listened to the sea’s serene, lulling breaths, and felt myself cradled up and down upon it, like a seagull. Thus, sweetly lullabied, I sank into sleep and had a dream: A black woman, enormous, perched on the ground, seemed to me like an ancient Cyclopean temple built of dark granite. I kept circling round and round her in anguish, trying to find the entrance. My height scarcely reached her foot’s little toe. Suddenly, as I was continuing around her heel, I spied an unlit opening like a cave and heard a deep voice: “Enter!” I entered.

I awoke around midday. The sun’s rays were slipping in through the miniature window, spreading over the bedsheets, striking with such force against a small mirror hanging on the wall that they seemed to have shattered it into a thousand pieces.

The dream about the enormous black woman rose into my mind; the sea kept murmuring seductively; I closed my eyes again and felt that I was happy. My body was lightened and satisfied like that of an animal that had gone out to hunt, had caught some prey, had eaten, and now, stretched out in sunlight, was licking its chops. The sated mind (it, too, is a body) was in repose, apparently having discovered an exceedingly simple response to the distressing questions that had been tormenting it. All the joy of the previous night flowed out from my innards again and branched, irrigating the soil from which I am made, saturating it. Thus, lying in bed with my eyes fastened shut, I seemed to be hearing my entrails creak as they expanded. Last night I had confirmed so palpably for the very first time that soul, too, is flesh, perhaps more fast-moving, more transparent, more free, but flesh nonetheless. And that flesh in its turn is soul—a bit drowsy, totally exhausted owing to long journeys, overloaded with weighty legacies—yet it, too, awakens at great moments, raises its head, and whisks its five tentacles like wings.

A certain shadow fell across me. I opened my eyes. Zorba was standing in the doorway, gazing at me with pleasure. “Don’t wake up, Boss, don’t wake up,” he called to me softly, with a mother’s tenderness. “Today is another holiday. Sleep!”

“I’ve had my fill of sleep,” I said, jumping up.

“I’ll make you a raw egg yolk whipped with lots and lots of sugar,” said Zorba, smiling. “It’s invigorating.”

Without speaking, I ran to the shore, dived into the sea, dried myself in sunlight. Nevertheless, I still smelled in my nostrils, on my lips, on my fingertips a sweet, tenacious aroma resembling rosewater and the laurel oil that Cretan women spread over their hair.

Yesterday she had cut an armful of lemon blossoms to bring to Christ in church this evening while the villagers were dancing in the village square beneath the poplar trees and the church would be empty. The iconostasis above her bed was loaded with lemon flowers between which appeared the All-Holy of the Large Eyes, kindhearted and sorrowful.

Leaning over, Zorba placed the cup next to me with the whipped egg yolk, plus two large oranges and a small piece of tsoureki, the special Easter bread. He served me noiselessly, happily, like a mother ministering to a son who had just returned from war. He glanced at me fondly as he was about to leave. “I’m off to insert a few stanchions,” he said.

I munched away peacefully in the sunlight, plunged in deep bodily euphoria, as though floating on a cool green sea. I was not permitting my mind to accumulate this fleshly pleasure from my entire body, to press it into its various molds, and thereby to convert it into thought. What I was permitting was my entire body’s rejoicing from top to bottom, as though it were an animal—except that sometimes, in ecstasy, viewing the miracle of the circumambient universe and the similar miracle within myself, I inquired, “What is this? How has the world chanced to be well suited to our feet, our hands, our bellies?” Then I would close my eyes once again and remain silent.

Suddenly I jumped up. Entering the hut, I took my Buddha manuscript and opened it. At last I was at the conclusion: Buddha, lying beneath the flowering tree, had raised his hand and commanded the five elements that interlocked to form him—earth, water, fire, air, spirit—to dissolve. I no longer needed this representation of my anguish. I had surpassed it, had completed my term of service to Buddha. Thus I, too, raised my hand, commanding the Buddha inside me to dissolve.

Swiftly, employing those omnipotent exorcisms, words, I annihilated his body, then his soul, then his mind. I did so pitilessly, for I was in a hurry.

I scratched the concluding words on the page, inscribed the concluding outcry, and engraved my name with a thick red pencil. Finished! Taking a stout cord, I tied the manuscript firmly. I was experiencing a strange pleasure, as though securing a great enemy hand and foot or, as savages do, tethering a beloved corpse to keep it from leaving its tomb and turning into mud and mist.

A little barefooted girl arrived at a run. She wore a short yellow dress and was holding a red egg tightly in her hand. Halting, she looked at me, terrified.

“What is it?” I asked, smiling at her to give her courage. “Do you want something?”

Though she was sniffling and out of breath, her small voice could be heard:

“Madame sent me. She says to come. She’s lying in bed. Not well. Are you the one called Zorba?”

“All right,” I said. “I’m coming.”

I placed a red egg in her other tiny hand. She clutched it and left.

I rose and set out. The sound of the village came continually closer—pleasant bowings across the lyra’s strings, holiday shouts, rifle shots, songs with rhymed couplets as lyrics. When I reached the central square, I found the young lads and girls gathered beneath the newly budded poplars, fully equipped for dancing. On the low stone walls the old men were sitting in a row and watching, their chins resting on their staffs. The old women were behind them, standing. Enthroned in the middle was the celebrated lyra player, Fanourios, with an April rose behind his ear. With his left hand he held the lyra upright on his knee; with his right hand he was trying out the bow and its thunderous bronze bells.

“Christ is risen!” I shouted as I went by.

“Truly risen!” came as a happy rumble from masculine and feminine voices.

I took a quick look. Well-built adolescents with their wide breeches, their slim waists, the tassels of their headkerchiefs hanging like curls over their foreheads and temples; the girls with florins around their necks, embroidered white kerchiefs, lowered eyes, brooding and yearning.

“You don’t condescend to join us, Boss?” came from several voices.

But I had already gone past them.

Madame Hortense was lying in her wide bed, the only piece of furniture that had remained faithful to her. Her cheeks were alight with fever and she was coughing. As soon as she saw me she sighed complainingly. “And Zorba, Best Mahn, and Zorba?”

“He’s ill. The day you fell ill, he did also. He holds your photograph in his hand, looks at it, and sighs.”

“Keep talkink, keep talkink,” murmured the poor siren, happily closing her eyes.

“He sent me now to ask you if you want anything. He himself will come tonight even if he needs to drag himself along on his knees. He says he cannot endure his separation from you any longer.”

“Keep talkink, keep talkink.”

“He says that he received a telegram from Athens. The wedding dress is ready, as are the wreaths, the special shoes, the sugared almonds—they’re all on the boat, on their way. Also the white candles with pink ribbons.”

“Keep talkink, talkink, talkink.”

But as though she had fallen asleep, her breathing had changed. Delirium had commenced. The room smelled of eau de cologne, ammonia, and sweat. The bitter odor of droppings and rabbits in the yard entered the open window.

I got up and started to leave. At the outer door I chanced upon Mimithos. Today he was wearing boots and brand-new baggy breeches of blue color. He had placed a sprig of basil behind his ear.

“Mimithos,” I said to him, “run to Kalo Horio and bring the doctor.”

Mimithos had already removed his boots, so they wouldn’t get spoiled on the way. He squeezed them under his arm.

“Find the doctor and give him lots of greetings from me and tell him to ride his mare and to come without fail. Tell him that Madame is seriously ill. She caught cold, poor thing. Tell him all that. Hurry!”

“I’m already on my way.”

He spat into his palms and clapped them happily but did not budge. He looked at me jovially.

“Get going, I tell you!”

But he wasn’t moving. He winked at me and smiled roguishly. “Boss,” he said, “I’ve brought a bottle of rosewater as a gift.”

He stood there, waiting for me to ask him who had sent it. But I said nothing.

“Aren’t you going to ask who sent it, Boss?” he asked with a hee-hee-hee laugh. “You’re supposed to put it in your hair, she says, to smell nice.”

“Get out of here on the double and shut your mouth!”

Laughing, he spat again into his palms: “One, two, three, hop! Christ is risen!” he shouted, and disappeared.


XXII

Beneath the poplars, the paschal dance had intensified. A lusty, olive-skinned lad about twenty years old, his cheeks covered by thick fuzz not yet touched by a razor, had taken the leading position in the line. The visible part of his chest was teeming everywhere with black hair, curly and thick. He had thrust back his head and was booting the ground with his wing-like feet. From time to time he tossed a glance at some girl, the whites of his eyes shining wildly then within the darkness of his face.

Returning from Madame Hortense’s, I was both delighted and frightened. I had called in a woman to care for her and was leaving now, content, in order to see the Cretans dance. Approaching Uncle Anagnostis, I sat down next to him on the stone ledge.

“Who is that fine young lad leading the dance?” I asked, leaning over to his ear.

Uncle Anagnostis laughed. “He’s like an archangel who steals souls, the scamp,” he said in admiration. “He’s Sifakas the shepherd, of course. He keeps his flock in the mountains the whole year long and comes down only at Easter to see people and dance.” He sighed. “Oh, if only I had his youth,” he murmured. “By my faith, if I had his youth, I’d take back Constantinople!”

The youth, wrenching back his head, let out a piteous cry as through from a ram in rut: “Play on, Fanourios! Play on until death dies!”

Death, like life, dies at every moment and is born again at every moment. For thousands of years young men and women have danced beneath newly budding trees—poplars, pines, oaks, plane trees, slender date palms. They will continue to dance for additional thousands of years with faces overcome by sensual desire. Faces, changing every twenty years, are thrust beneath the soil and different ones arrive. Yet the One, the essence, remains the same forever: twenty years old, undying, in love, dancing.

The stripling raised his hand to twist his mustache, but he did not have a mustache. “Play on!” he shouted again. “Hey Fanourios, play on or I’ll burst!”

The lyra player wielded his arm, the lyra boomed out, its bronze bells went wild, the youth leaped up, clapped his feet together three times in the air at a man’s height and, with the tip of his boots, swept the white kerchief off the head of the man next in line, Manolakas, the rural policeman.

Voices shouted “Bravo! Bravo! Sifakas!” and the girls developed goose bumps and lowered their eyes all the way to the ground.

But the young man, without speaking, without looking at anyone, wild and disciplined, continued to dance, his left hand now slanting on the small of his back between his slim, rugged thighs, his wild eyes pinned deferentially on the ground.

All of a sudden the dance halted abruptly. Androulios, the elderly verger, appeared. Raising his arms, he let out a cry: “The widow! The widow! The widow!” he shouted, gasping.

Manolakas, the rural policeman, was the first to run, breaking the dance. The church, still decorated with branches of myrtle and laurel, could be seen from the square. The excited dancers stopped; the old men rose from the stone ledges; Fanourios laid the lyra on his knees and, removing the April rose from behind his ear, commenced to smell it.

“Hey, Androulios, where?” everyone screamed in excitement. “Where?”

“There, in the church. That accursed woman just went in, holding an armful of lemon blossoms.”

“Let’s get her, pals!” shouted the rural policeman, who darted out first of all.

At that moment the widow appeared at the church’s outer door, crossing herself. She was wearing a black head scarf.

“The disgrace! The sex kitten! The murderer!” came from various voices in the dancing area. “What nerve she’s got to show herself! Get her; she shamed the village.”

Some of the lads rushed down to the church with the rural policeman; others threw stones at her from above. One stone hit her on the shoulder. She let out a cry, covering her face with her hands; bent over, she darted forward in order to escape. But the young men had already reached the church’s outer door and Manolakas had drawn his knife.

Shrieking, bent double, the widow turned around and lurched in an attempt to penetrate the church at a run. But there on the threshold stood old Mavrandonis, silently, his arms outstretched to both doorjambs.

The widow jumped to the left, rushed to the courtyard, and clung to the large cypress there. A stone whistled through the air, striking her in the head. The black scarf fell off; her hair poured out over her shoulders.

“In Christ’s name! In Christ’s name!” groaned the widow, clinging tightly to the cypress.

Standing in a row on the square above, the girls were biting their white kerchiefs. The old women, hanging on the fences, were hollering: “Kill her, you! Kill her!”

Two youths fell on her, grabbed her. Her black blouse tore. A breast gleamed white as marble. Blood was running now from her scalp to her forehead, cheeks, and neck.

“In Christ’s name! In Christ’s name!” the widow kept groaning.

The running blood and the gleaming breast had driven the youths frantic. They withdrew their knives from their belts.

“Hold it!” shouted Manolakas. “She’s mine!”

Old Mavrandonis, still standing on the church’s threshold, raised his hand. Everyone stood still.

“Manolakas,” he said in a deep voice, “your cousin’s blood cries out to you. Let it rest in peace.”

I jumped from the fence that I had climbed and raced to reach the church. But I caught my foot on a stone, tripped, and landed stretched out flat on the ground. At that moment Sifakas was passing. He bent down, grabbed me by the nape of my neck the way one grabs a cat, and set me upright. “What the hell is Your Highness doing here, glamour boy!” he said to me. “Scram!”

“Can’t you feel sorry for her, Sifakas? Pity her!”

The mountain creature laughed. “Am I a woman to feel sorry?” he said. “I’m a man!” With a leap he, too, was in the church precinct.

Running, I arrived there behind him. Everyone now circled the widow. Deep silence. You heard nothing but the widow’s strangled panting.

Manolakas crossed himself, advanced a step, raised his knife. The old women by the fence screeched with pleasure; the young girls lowered their kerchiefs to hide their eyes.

The widow looked up, saw the knife above her, bellowed like a heifer, and groveled at the base of the cypress, burying her head between her shoulders. Her hair covered the ground; the nape of her neck glittered lily white.

“In God’s name!” hollered old Mavrandonis, crossing himself.

But just at that moment an angry shout was heard behind us: “Down with your knife, murderer!”

Everyone turned in amazement. Manolakas raised his head. Standing in front of him, furiously waving his arms, was Zorba, shouting: “Bah, aren’t you all ashamed? What kind of heroes are you? A whole village killing a woman! Good God, you’ll humiliate Crete!”

“Mind your own business, Zorba. Keep out of ours!” growled Mavrandonis.

He turned to his nephew. “Manolakas,” he said, “in the name of Christ and the Panagia, strike!”

With a leap, Manolakas seized the widow, threw her down, pressed his knee on her belly, and raised the knife. But he was too late. Zorba had already caught hold of the policeman’s arm, had wrapped his large head scarf as protection around his own wrist, and was struggling to yank the knife out of Manolakas’s grip.

The widow rose to her knees and quickly darted her eyes from side to side, looking for a way to escape. But the village men had secured the door and were standing in a circle in the churchyard and on the stone ledges. When they saw her wanting to bolt, they jumped forward to narrow the circle.

Zorba, however, was battling nimbly, flexibly, silently, without shouts. Standing at the doorway, I was nervously watching the struggle. Manolakas’s face had turned dark blue with fury. Sifakas and another huge man approached to aid him but Manolakas eyed them angrily. “Go back, back!” he shouted. “No one come near!” He threw himself at Zorba again with rage, butting him like a bull.

Zorba kept silent, biting his lips. He had a pincers’ grip on the rural policeman’s right arm and was bending this way and that to avoid the butting. Manolakas lunged maniacally, caught Zorba’s ear between his teeth, and tugged to cut it. Blood flowed.

“Zorba!” I shouted in terror, rushing forward to save him.

“Get away, Boss!” he shouted at me. “Don’t get mixed up in this!”

Clenching his fist, he gave Manolakas a powerful blow beneath the stomach, in the testicles. The wild beast was immediately paralyzed. His blue face turning pale, he slackened his teeth’s grip, releasing the ear that was half torn away. With a push, Zorba heaped him on the ground, pulled the knife out of his hand, and smashed it against the pavement tiles, breaking it into pieces.

With his head scarf he sponged away the blood running from his ear and afterward wiped his sweat-soaked face, thereby staining it with blood. Jumping up, he swept his swollen, bloodshot eyes all around him and called to the widow:

“Get up. Come with me.”

He moved toward the churchyard door, to leave.

The widow stood herself up with grim eagerness, gathering all of her strength together to hurry, but she was too late. Old Mavrandonis had fallen upon her like a lightning flash, turned her over, wound her hair thrice around his arm, and with a single slice had cut off her head.

“The sin is mine!” he screamed as he threw her head onto the church’s threshold and crossed himself.

Zorba turned, saw, uprooted a tuft of hair from his mustache, moaned. Going up to him, I took his arm in my hand. He leaned over and looked at me. Two large tears were hanging from his eyelashes.

“Let’s go, Boss,” he said in a choked voice.

* * *

That evening Zorba did not want to put a morsel in his mouth. “My throat is blocked; it doesn’t swallow,” he kept saying. He cleaned his ear with cold water, soaked some cotton in raki, made a bandage. Sitting up in bed, he remained thoughtful, holding his head between his palms.

I was stretched on the floor, leaning against the wall. I felt warm tears running slowly down my cheeks. My mind was not working at all; I was not thinking of anything. It was as though I were overcome by a profound childish complaint and was bawling.

Suddenly Zorba raised his head and exploded. He began to shout, continuing a vehement internal monologue in a loud voice: “I’m telling you, Boss: all these things that happen here in this world are unjust, unjust, unjust! I don’t sign my approval, I the tiny worm, the slug, the Zorba! Why should young boys and girls die while decrepit oldsters remain? Why should small children die? I had a small child, my Dimitraki, and he died on me when he was three years old—and never, never (do you hear me?) will I forgive God! When I breathe my last, if he has the nerve to appear before me, you should know that, if he is truly God, he will be ashamed—yes, ashamed before me, Zorba, the slug.”

He grimaced; he was in pain. Blood began to run again from his wound. He bit his lips to keep from screaming.

“Wait a minute, Zorba, while I change the dressing,” I said.

I cleaned his ear again with raki. Taking the rosewater that the widow had sent me—I found it on my bed—I soaked the cotton.

“Rosewater?” asked Zorba, breathing in its scent voraciously. “Rosewater? Throw some on my hair—like this, thanks! And pour some in my palms, all of it. Shake a leg!”

He had come back to life. I looked at him, surprised.

“I feel like I’m entering the widow’s orchard,” he said, whereupon his grievance took hold of him again. “How many years were required,” he murmured, “how many years for dust to manage to create such a body! You looked at her and said, ‘Ah, if only I were twenty years old and the human race were finished for good on earth and she alone were saved and I made children by her—no, not children, but veritable gods—and replenished the earth!’ But now—”

He jumped up; his eyes misted with tears. “I can’t stay, Boss,” he said. “I’ve got to walk, to go up and down the mountain two or three times tonight, to tire myself out, so my mind can settle down. Hey you, you widow, I feel I’m going to burst if I don’t chant a dirge for you!”

Running outside, he headed for the mountain and vanished into the darkness.

I stretched out on my bed, extinguished the lamp, and began once again to transpose reality according to my loathsome, inhuman practice, removing its blood, flesh, and bones in order to reduce it to abstract ideas and to connect it with the most general of laws until I emerged with the horrible conclusion that what had happened was justified—that it was included in the universal schedule of events in a way that enriched the world’s harmony. Thus I arrived finally at the atrocious consolation that what happened was not only justified but was also necessary and proper.

The slaughter of the widow fell like a savage, fearsomely moral message into the precincts of my brain, where everything had been settling for several years and been subjected to strict discipline. Such a message had confounded my heart; nevertheless it was pounced upon all at once by all my theories that wrap things in images and stratagems in order to reduce them to immobility, exactly as bees encase in wax the large wild bee that breaks into their hive to pillage the honey.

Thus in a few hours the widow lay peacefully in my memory in the divine immobility of symbolism, almost with a smile on her face. She had already been wrapped in wax in my heart; she could no longer infect my spirit with panic, nor could she paralyze my mind. The horrific fleeting event grew more extensive, spreading broadly in time and place, becoming equated with great civilizations that had died, those civilizations owing to earthly fate, the earth owing to universal fate. Thus, returning to the widow, I found her now in divinely tranquil dormancy, subject to great laws, reconciled with her assassins.

Time had assumed its true essence inside me. It was as though the widow had died thousands of years ago and the curly-haired girls of Knossos and Aegean civilization had died this very morning.

Just as inevitably I will be overcome by death (nothing more inevitable exists) and will slip soundlessly into darkness, I was so overcome by sleep that I did not hear when or if Zorba had returned. The next morning I found him on the mountain shouting at the workers and reprimanding them. Nothing they did pleased him. He dismissed three who stood up to him, took hold of a pickax himself and cleared the way he had designated for the stanchions through the thorny brushwood and kermes oak. He went up the mountain, found some quarry workers who were cutting pines, yelled at them, and fell upon the one who laughed and muttered something.

That evening, returning exhausted, scratched, and torn, he sat down next to me on the beach. He could hardly open his mouth. When he did open it, he spoke about lumber, cables, and lignite as would an avaricious businessman speeding to lay waste to the place right down to its roots, in order to amass profit and leave.

When I began for a moment to say something about the widow in the consoled state to which I had degenerated, Zorba placed his huge hand over my mouth. “Quiet,” he whispered in a voice rising almost inaudibly from his depths.

Mortified, I closed my mouth. “That’s what it means to be a real man,” I said to myself, envying Zorba’s pain—the pain of a person with warm blood and firm bones who sheds large, true tears when he sorrows and does not winnow his pleasure by passing it through a fine metaphysical sieve when he rejoices.

Three or four days passed in this manner. Zorba stuck to his job without eating or drinking; he was wasting away. One evening I told him that Madame Bouboulina was still bedridden. She was delirious, calling his name. The doctor had not come.

He clenched his fist. “All right,” he said. The next morning he went very early to the village, returning quickly.

“Did you see her?” I asked. “How is she doing?”

Zorba frowned. “Nothing wrong with her,” he said. “She’s dying.”

He took off rapidly for the mountain. The same evening he took his walking stick and went out without eating supper.

“Where are you going, Zorba?” I asked. “To the village?”

“No. Taking a walk. I’ll be back.” He set out toward the village with long, resolute strides.

I was tired and went to bed. Once again my mind made a full inspection of the world. Memories awoke; sorrows revived; the mind fluttered toward the most distant ideas but returned again and perched on Zorba.

“If he happens to meet Manolakas on the road,” I thought, “that livid super-Cretan will jump on him and kill him.” I had learned that all these days he had remained shut in his home, bellowing. Ashamed to appear in the village, he kept threatening that if he caught Zorba he would “tear him apart like a sardine.” Last night at midnight he was seen by one of the workmen skulking around the hut, armed. If the two of them met tonight, murder would follow.

I jumped up, dressed, and departed quickly for the village. It was a beautiful humid night, smelling of wild violets. After a little while, I discerned Zorba in the darkness advancing slowly, as though from fatigue. He would halt at times, gaze at the stars, listen intently, then keep going. I could hear his walking stick striking the stones.

He was finally nearing the widow’s orchard. The air smelled of lemon blossoms and honeysuckle. Suddenly the nightingale’s song burst out from the orange trees like gurgling, babbling water. The bird sang and sang in the darkness, making everyone catch his breath. Zorba, too, choking from such beauty, suddenly halted.

All at once the reeds of the hedge moved and their sharp leaves resounded like sheets of steel. “Hey you!” came a loud, furious voice. “Hey, you old dotard, well met!”

I froze, recognizing the voice.

Zorba took a step, raised his stick, stopped again. I was fully able to make out each of his movements in the starlight.

A huge, tall man jumped out from the reeds.

“Who is it?” cried Zorba, stretching his neck.

“It’s me, damn you. Manolakas.”

“Keep going. Get out of here!”

“Why did you humiliate me, Zorba, damn you?”

“I wasn’t the one who humiliated you, Manolakas. Get out of here, I’m telling you. You’re a big strong man, but fate decided the way it did. It’s blind, in case you didn’t know.”

“Fate shahmate, blind gahzined,” babbled Manolakas. I heard his teeth grinding. “I’m ready to wash away the shame this very night. Are you carrying a knife?”

“No,” Zorba answered. “Only a walking stick.”

“Go and get your knife. I’ll wait for you. Go!”

Zorba did not budge.

“Are you afraid?” hissed Manolakas’s voice sneeringly. “Go, I’m telling you!”

“Hey Manolakas, what can I do with a knife?” said Zorba, who had begun to heat up. “What can I do with it? You’ll remember that you had a knife in the church, I believe, and I didn’t, but it seems that I managed.”

Manolakas bellowed: “So you’re laughing already, eh? You found me tonight at your beck and call, eh, because I’m armed and you aren’t, and you’re poking fun at me! Go, bring your knife, you stinking Macedonian, and we’ll measure our strengths.”

“To measure our strengths you throw down your knife and I’ll throw down my stick!” Zorba retorted, his voice shaking with anger. “Let’s go, you lousy Cretan!”

Raising his arm, Zorba tossed the stick. I heard it falling amid the reeds.

“Throw down your knife!” was heard again from Zorba’s voice.

I had come closer little by little, on tiptoe. In the starlight I caught sight of his gleaming knife as it, too, fell amid the reeds.

Zorba spat into his palms.

“Shake a leg!” he shouted and jumped to gain momentum.

But I flew into the middle before the two stalwarts managed to come to grips. “Stop!” I cried. “Come here, Manolakas! You, too, Zorba, come here! Shame on you both!”

Both opponents approached, stepping slowly. I took each by the right hand.

“Shake hands! You’re both fine, brave men. Settle your dispute!”

“He dishonored me,” said Manolakas, attempting to withdraw his hand.

“You cannot be dishonored easily, Captain Manolakas,” I said. “The whole village is aware of your bravery. Don’t consider what happened at the church the other day. It was a bad time; what happened happened—done with! And don’t forget that Zorba is a foreigner, a Macedonian, and it’s a great disgrace for us Cretans to lift a hand against an outsider who came here to our land. Come now, shake hands; that’s real bravery. And let’s go to our hut to drink some wine and to roast a half-meter’s length of sausage appetizer, Captain Manolakas, to cement the reconciliation.”

I put my arm around Manolakas’s waist and drew him slightly aside.

“He’s an old man,” I whispered in his ear. “It’s not proper for you, a robust, brave stalwart, to tangle with him.”

Manolakas softened. “All right,” he said. “For your sake.”

Taking a step toward Zorba he extended his heavy hand. “Come, friend Zorba,” he said. “Let bygones be bygones. Your hand!”

“You ate my ear; you’re welcome to it,” said Zorba. “Here’s my hand.”

They joined hands, forceably, for a long time, tightening their grip more and more while looking at each other angrily. I was afraid they’d begin to fight again.

“You’ve got a good grip,” said Zorba. “You’re a stalwart, Manolakas!”

“You’ve got a good grip yourself. Squeeze some more if you can.”

“That’s enough,” I cried. “Let’s go and celebrate our friendship with a drink.”

We headed back toward our beach, I in the middle, Zorba to my right, Manolakas to my left.

“There’ll be a good wheat harvest this year,” I said to change the subject. “We had lots of rain.”

But neither of them paid attention. Their chests were still ready to burst. I was still relying on the wine. We arrived at the hut.

“Welcome, Captain Manolakas, to our simple dwelling,” I said. “Zorba, roast the sausage for us and pour us some wine.”

Manolakas sat down on a stone outside the hut. Zorba ignited some kindling, barbecued the appetizer, filled three glasses to the very top.

“To the health of both of you,” I said, raising the full glass. “To your health, Captain Manolakas! To your health, Zorba! Clink your glasses.”

They clinked. Manolakas spilled a few drops on the ground. “May my blood spill like this,” he said in an official tone, “may my blood spill like this if ever I lift my hand against you, Zorba!”

“May my blood spill the same way,” said Zorba, spilling in his turn a few drops on the ground, “if I haven’t already forgotten the ear that you ate on me, Manolakas!”


XXIII

At dawn Zorba sat up in bed and awakened me. “Are you asleep, Boss?

“What’s up, Zorba?”

“I had a dream, a strange one. I think we’ll be taking a trip very soon. Listen. You’ll laugh. Apparently there was a great big boat here in the harbor, as big as a city. It was blowing its whistle, ready to leave. I was running from the village to be on time, holding a parrot in my hand. I arrive, climb on board. The captain comes and shouts: ‘Ticket!’ I ask, ‘How much?’ and remove a handful of banknotes from my pocket. ‘A thousand drachmas.’ ‘Good God,’ I say, ‘can’t it be eight hundred?’ ‘No, a thousand.’ ‘I have only eight hundred—take them.’ ‘A thousand. Not a bit less. Otherwise get off, quick!’ Then I become angry: ‘Listen, captain,’ I tell him, ‘for your own sake take the eight hundred I’m offering; otherwise, you poor guy, I’ll wake up and you’ll lose those too!’ ”

Zorba broke into laughter. “Bah, what a machine we humans are! You give this machine bread, wine, fish, radishes, and out come sighs, laughter, dreams. A factory! Inside our heads I think there’s a movie, the kind that talks.” Suddenly he jumped off his mattress. “But why the parrot?” he inquired anxiously. “What did it mean, that parrot about to depart with me? Oh my, I think—”

He couldn’t finish. A stumpy messenger entered, red-haired like Satan, short of breath.

“For God’s sake! Madame, poor thing, is calling you to send for the doctor because she says she’s dying, poor thing, and the responsibility will be yours.”

I was ashamed. In the turmoil caused by the widow, we had completely forgotten our senescent girlfriend.

“Her situation couldn’t be worse—black, black!” continued the redhead jauntily. “She’s in pain, and her coughing shakes the whole building, indeed the whole village. It’s a regular donkey’s cough: ghoux, ghoux!”

“Stop laughing!” I shouted at him. “Shut up!”

I grabbed a piece of paper and wrote.

“Run. Take this letter to the doctor. And don’t come back unless you see him mount his mare. Do you hear? Get going!”

He seized the letter, stuck it under his belt, and started uphill.

Zorba had already risen. He dressed speedily, without speaking.

“Wait,” I said. “I’m coming with you.”

“I’m in a hurry,” he declared as he set out for the village.

A little while later I took the same road. The widow’s orchard was deserted. Mimithos was sitting outside, hunched up and cowed like a beaten dog. He had lost weight; his eyes had sunk into their sockets and were burning. Turning and catching sight of me, he picked up a stone.

“What are you doing here, Mimithos?” I asked as I glanced longingly at the orchard.

Around my neck I felt two warm, omnipotent arms smelling of lemon blossoms and laurel oil. We did not speak. In the twilight I saw the widow’s eyes—glowing, sparkling, all-black—and her sharp teeth, polished with walnut leaves, gleaming perfectly white.

“Why ask?” growled Mimithos. “Ach, mind your own business!”

“Would you like a cigarette?”

“I cut smoking. You’re all bastards. All of you!” He stopped, short of breath, as though searching for words he could not find. “Bastards! Stinkers! Liars! Murderers!” Apparently having found the precise word he desired, he jumped up and clapped his hands: “Murderers! Murderers! Murderers!” he shrieked, then began to laugh.

It broke my heart.

“You’re right, Mimithos, you’re right!” I murmured as I continued on with rapid strides.

I saw old Anagnostis at the village’s entrance. He was bent over his staff, carefully observing two yellow butterflies as they chased each other over the springtime grass. Now that he had grown old and was no longer harassed by concerns about his fields, women, or children, he had found time to survey the world. Seeing my shadow on the ground, he looked up.

“Where to so early, may I ask?” However, he must have noticed my worried look. Without waiting for an answer: “Go quickly, my son. You may not find her alive. Eh, poor thing.”

Madame’s most faithful accoutrement, her roomy, much-utilized bed, had been moved to the middle of her small bedroom, which it completely filled. Bending over her thoughtfully, apprehensively, was her intimate confidante with its green dress coat, its yellow bonnet, its circular, shrewish eye—the parrot, its anthropoidal head snapped to one side as it listened to its mistress groaning on the mattress below. No, no, these were not the choking sex sighs the parrot knew so well, not the tender cooing of the dove, not the titillation. How the frozen sweat ran in whorls over its mistress’s face as she tossed with swirling movements in bed, how the flaxen, unwashed hair was pasted uncombed to her temples—all this the parrot was seeing for the very first time. Worried, it attempted to cry “Canavaro! Canavaro!” but its voice could not perforate its stifled larynx.

The parrot’s deserted, much-tormented mistress was groaning, choking, as her withered, flabby arms kept raising and lowering the sheets. She was bloated, without makeup, smelling of tart B.O. and of meat beginning to rot. Her fancy court shoes, worn down at the heels and misshapen, stuck out from under the bed’s rim. Viewing them broke your heart; they were more distressing than their owner herself.

Zorba sat next to the patient’s pillow. Unable to look away from the pair of court shoes, he kept gazing at them, biting his lips to keep from blubbering. I stood next to him, but he had not heard me enter.

The poor creature was suffocating; she kept tossing about, trying to breathe. To fan her, Zorba removed from its nail a small hat decorated with artificial cloth roses. His huge hand moved back and forth awkwardly, as though he were trying to ignite some damp coals in front of him by fanning them.

Madame opened her eyes in terror and looked about her. Everything had grown dim. Surrounded by darkness, she could make out no one, not even Zorba holding the rose-embellished hat. Rising from the earth came blue vapors that changed into (or exchanged) guffawing mouths at times, at other times black wings or feet with large hooked claws coming ever closer. Digging her fingernails into her filthy pillow soiled with tears, saliva, and sweat, the poor creature emitted a booming outcry: “No vant die! No vant!”

But the village’s two professional bewailers, having sniffed out her condition, had already arrived. Sidling into the room, they stretched out over the floor, leaning their backs against the wall. This enraged the parrot when it viewed them with its circular eye. Extending its neck, it bawled “Canav—” but Zorba placed his hand fiendishly over the cage, making the parrot desist.

Once again came the strangulated outcry of despair: “No vant die! No vant.”

Two young braves appeared at the door, each sunburned and still unmustached. They looked carefully at the patient, nodded with pleasure at each other, and disappeared. All at once from the yard came the sound of clucking and the terrified fluttering of wings; someone was chasing the hens in order to catch them.

The prime bewailer, old Malamatenia, turned to her companion: “Did you see those two, Auntie Lenio, dear? Famished, they can’t wait to slaughter the hens and pick their bones clean. Every loafer in the village is gathered in the yard. Pretty soon the assault will begin.” Turning toward the moribund’s bed, she murmured from her inner depths, “Die, will you! Hurry up! Die quickly to give us a chance to eat like the others.”

“To tell you God’s own truth, dear Madam Malamatenia,” said Auntie Lenio, puckering her tiny, toothless mouth, “they’re doing the right thing. ‘Grab if you want to eat, steal if you want to possess’—that’s what my late mother used to advise me. So let’s do our dirges in a jiffy so we won’t be late to enjoy an appetizer, or to nab a bobbin for weaving, as our way of absolving Madame’s sins. She didn’t have children or dogs, you know. Who’s going to eat her hens and rabbits? Who’ll drink her wine? Who’ll inherit her bobbins, combs, cough drops? Eh, dear Madam Malamatenia, what can I say? God forgive me, but I feel like pouncing and snatching what I can.”

“Hold on, don’t be in such a rush, you’ll be cast down into hell,” said Madam Malamatenia, seizing her companion by the arm. “By God, I had the same thought in my head—but first wait until she gives up the ghost!”

Meanwhile poor Madame Hortense was frantically searching for something beneath her pillow. As soon as she sensed danger, she would dig out of her trunk a crucifix of shiny white bone and thrust it beneath the pillow. She had forgotten it for years now at the bottom of the trunk among her torn blouses and velvet tatters—as though Christ were some sort of medicine you took only when seriously ill but was not needed so long as you were living well, eating, drinking, and making love. By groping, she found the bone crucifix and affixed it to her hanging, soaking breasts.

“Jésus, mon sweet Jésus,” she murmured with erotic passion, squeezing and kissing her final lover.

Her half-Greek/half-French words were muddled, owing to tenderness and passion. Among those who heard was the parrot. Sensing that her tone of voice had changed, it recalled nightlong adventures of the past, perked up, and cheerily cawed a raucous “Canavaro! Canavaro!” like a rooster crowing for the sun to rise.

Zorba did not move this time to suppress the parrot’s voice. With a lover’s compassion he kept watching the woman as, weeping, she kissed the crucified God, an unexpected sweetness spreading over her exhausted face gone to wrack and ruin.

The door opened. Old Anagnostis entered on tiptoe, cap in hand. Approaching the patient, he bowed and did obeisance. “Forgive me, Madame,” he said to her, “forgive me and may God forgive you. If sometimes I uttered a harsh word, we’re all human, forgive me!”

But Madame, lying now peacefully and plunged in unutterable bliss, did not hear him. All her troubles—old age’s heavy ballast, poverty, humiliations, bitter evenings sitting on her deserted doorstep knitting rustic cotton stockings just like an insignificant “honest” housewife—all these had been extinguished, all the troubles of the Parisienne, the roguish-eyed coquette who frolicked on the knees of four Great Powers and received salutes from four great fleets.

Dark-blue sea, frothy waves, floating fortresses of iron all dancing, multifarious banners waving on their flagstaffs. Smell of roasting partridge, red mullet on the grill, frozen fruit arriving in fine cut crystal, champagne corks flying up to the battleship’s iron ceiling.

Madame Hortense closes her eyes: black beards, chestnut beards, gray beards, faultlessly blond beards. Four different species of perfume: eau de cologne, violet, musk, patchouli. Doors to the iron cabin locked tight, heavy curtains drawn, electric lights switched on. All her love-filled/pain-filled life lasted, oh God! (yes? no?), just a split second. She moves from this knee to that knee, embraces gold-embroidered jackets, slips her fingers into thick, perfumed beards. She does not remember their names, nor does her parrot—except Canavaro because he was the most liberal moneywise and because his moniker was the only one the parrot could pronounce; the other names, jumbled and difficult, were consequently lost.

Heaving a deep sigh and embracing the crucified Christ tightly, passionately, Madame Hortense murmured in delirium, “Canavaro, ma-ee deairr, O ma-ee sweet petit Canavaro,” squeezing him to her flabby, sweaty breasts.

“She’s beginning to lose it,” whispered Auntie Lenio. “She must have seen her angel and had a scare. Let’s undo our kerchiefs and go closer.”

“You! Don’t you fear God?” asked Madam Malamatenia. “You want us to sing the dirge for her while she’s still alive?”

“Eh, Madam Malamatenia,” barked sotto voce Auntie Lenio, “You! Can’t you see the steamer trunks and her clothes and the goods she has outside in the shop and the hens and rabbits in the yard and you just sit and talk to me about her not giving up the ghost! Whoever arrives in time helps herself!” Having spoken, she stood up and the other followed behind, angrily. They undid their black kerchiefs, let down their scanty gray hair, hooked their fingers onto the bedside. Auntie Lenio was first, giving the signal by hauling out a cry shrill enough to give one the creeps:

“EEEEEEEE!”

Zorba rushed forward, clutched the two grannies by the hair and tossed them back. “Shut the hell up, you filthy old cows!” he shouted. “She’s still alive, Devil take you!”

“The old halfwit!” growled Madam Malamatenia, fixing her kerchief again. “How the hell did he end up here, this visitor?”

The much-suffering capitaine, Madame Hortense, hearing the strident outcry, lost her sweet vision. The admiral’s flagship sank; the roasts vanished; champagne and perfumed beards vanished, too. Back she fell into the filthy bed of death at the edge of the world. She tried to sit up as though attempting to leave—to escape—but sank down again and squealed once more, softly, plaintively: “No vant die. No vant.”

Zorba, leaning over her, placed his callused hand on her burning forehead and unglued the hair sticking to her face, his birdlike eyes filling with tears. “Quiet, quiet, my dear,” he murmured. “I’m here. It’s me, Zorba. Don’t be frightened.”

And behold! The vision reappeared at once like an enormous sea-blue butterfly covering the entire bed. The dying woman seized Zorba’s paw and slowly raised her arm to embrace his lowered neck. Her lips stirred: “Dear Canavaro. O my dear sweet Canavaro.” The crucifix of bone rolled off the pillow, fell to the floor, and broke in two.

A man’s voice was heard in the yard: “All set! Put the hen in the pot, the water’s boiling!”

Zorba slowly untangled Madame Hortense’s arm from around his neck. He rose, deathly pale. With the back of his hand he wiped his running eyes. Looking at the patient but unable to see, he failed to distinguish anything. However, again wiping his eyes, he then saw her shake her flabby, swollen legs and grimace. She gave a sudden jerk followed by another. The bedding rolled to the floor revealing her half-naked body, sweating everywhere, bloated, yellowish green. Like a hen being slaughtered, she emitted a tiny strident, screechy cry; then she remained motionless with her glassy, terrified eyes wide open.

The parrot hopped down to the bottom of its cage. Clutching the bars, it watched Zorba pass his huge hand over Madame and, ever so gently, close her eyelids with indescribable tenderness.

“Lots of zip, everyone: she kicked the bucket!” screeched the bewailers, making a dash for the bed. They burst into their monody, rocking their torsos forward and back, clenching their fists and beating their breasts. Thus, little by little, owing to their funereal, monophonic swaying, they became slightly hypnotized. Age-old sorrows had embittered them; the heart’s outer rind split open and the dirge arose:

It should not have happened to you,

it was not suitable for your bed

to be made in earth.

Zorba went out into the yard. He was overcome by weeping, ashamed to be seen in front of women. I remember one day he said to me, “I’m not ashamed of crying in front of men. I’m a man; we’re all the same tribe and it’s not shameful for us. But in front of women we always need to appear brave. Why? Because if we started weeping in our turn, what would happen to those poor creatures? It would be the end of everything.”

They washed her with wine. The old woman who was dresser of the dead opened the steamer trunk, brought out clean clothes, changed her, and doused her with a small bottle of eau de cologne that she found.

Blowflies arrived from nearby orchards and laid their eggs in her nostrils, the corners of her eyes, the edges of her lips.

It had begun to grow dark. The western sky had acquired great sweetness: somberly violet beneath small, scattered clouds with golden edges weaving gently in and out of the evening light and incessantly changing form—sometimes boats, sometimes swans, sometimes fantastic wild beasts made of cotton and frayed silk. In the distance a turbulent sea gleamed through the courtyard’s reeds. Two well-fed crows flew out of a fig tree and began to walk with small steps on the yard’s paving stones. Zorba, angered, picked up a rock and shooed them away.

The village riffraff had set up a three-decker feast in the far corner of the yard. They had taken the large kitchen table outdoors. Searching, they found bread, dishes, silverware, and had brought a demijohn of wine from the cellar. They had boiled three hens. Now, happily ravenous, they were eating and drinking, clinking their glasses.

“God forgive her, whatever she did! Forgotten!”

“Hey boys, let’s have all her lovers turn into angels and carry off her soul.”

“Bah, just look at old Zorba chasing crows!” said Manolakas. “He’s become a widower, poor fellow. Let’s call him over for a drink at this funereal supper. Hey there, Captain Zorba, hey there, fellow villager!”

Zorba turned. Table set, hens steaming, wine in glasses; strapping, sunburned adolescent boys with kerchiefs twisted on their heads, the essence of youthful freedom from care.

“Zorba, Zorba,” Manolakas called. “Courage! Show your stuff!”

Zorba approached, drank a glass of wine, drank two glasses, drank three glasses, each in a single gulp, ate a chicken thigh. People spoke to him; he did not answer. He ate and drank speedily, gluttonously, in single mouthfuls, single gulps, silently, his face turned toward the room in which his senescent girlfriend lay motionless. He was listening to the dirge that came through the open window. The grievous tune was cut short from time to time, whereupon shouts and arguments could be heard as well as the opening and closing of cupboards and heavy, rapid footsteps as though people were fighting. Then the dirge’s monody would begin again, sweetly despairing, like the buzzing of bees.

The two professional bewailers were racing up and down in the death chamber, continuing the dirge while they searched feverishly. Opening a cupboard, they found five or six little spoons, some sugar, a tin of coffee, a box of Turkish delight. Auntie Lenio pounced, snatching the coffee and the sweet; old Malamatenia got the sugar and spoons, pounced in her turn, plucked away two of the sweets and crammed them into her mouth. The dirge began now to emerge, choked and strangled, through Turkish delight:

May blossoms fall upon you, apples into your apron . . .

Two other grannies slipped into the bedroom, rushed to the trunk, buried their hands in it, caught hold of various handkerchiefs, two or three towels, three pairs of stockings, one garter. Burying everything in their bosoms, they turned toward the departed, each making the sign of the cross.

Madam Malamatenia, seeing the grannies plunder the trunk, flew into a rage. “Keep the tune going, I’ll be back,” she shouted to Auntie Lenio, and poked into the trunk herself, head first. Rags from torn satin, a faded, dark-mauve dressing gown, age-old red slippers, a broken fan, a new red parasol, and at the bottom an admiral’s old cocked hat given to Madame Hortense once upon a time by the admiral himself—she used to wear it in front of the mirror when she was alone, saluting with melancholic solemnity.

Someone was approaching the door. The grannies withdrew. Auntie Lenio took hold of the deathbed once again and began to beat her chest and screech:

Crimson carnations around your neck . . .

Zorba entered. He looked at the deceased woman lying there with crossed arms and the narrow velvet ribbon still around her neck—tranquil, becalmed, sallow, covered with flies. “A bit of earth,” he thought, “a bit of earth that hungered, laughed, embraced. A lump of mud that wept. And now? Who the devil brings us into the world and who the devil removes us?” Spitting on the floor, he sat down. He had eaten and drunk, after all, and had grown vigorous.

The youngsters out in the yard had already begun to prepare for dancing. The fine lyra player, Fanourios, had come. The table, kerosene tins, washtub, and laundry basket were moved to one side to make room, and the dance began.

The notables arrived—Uncle Anagnostis with his long, hooked staff and extensive white shirt; Kondomanolios, chubby, begrimed; the teacher with a massive bronze inkpot in his cummerbund and a green penholder behind his ear. Missing was old Mavrandonis. A fugitive, he had taken to the mountains.

“Welcome, boys, from all of us!” said Uncle Anagnostis, raising his hand. “Enjoy yourselves! Eat and drink with God’s blessing. But don’t yell—that’s shameful. A deceased person can hear—can hear, boys, can hear!”

Kondomanolios elaborated: “We’ve come here to record the deceased’s worldly possessions, you’ll understand, in order to distribute them to the village poor. You’ve eaten what you ate, drunk what you drank. Enough! Don’t rush in to pillage the whole place like the black wretches that you are! Why? Just look!” he said, waving his heavy crook at them threateningly.

A dozen or so barefoot, shabby, disheveled women appeared behind the three notables. Each had an empty sack beneath her arm or was carrying a basket on her back. They approached stealthily, not speaking, but with audible footsteps.

Uncle Anagnostis, turning, saw them and flared up. “Hey, you gypsies,” he screamed, “get out of here! What! You came to pillage the place, eh? We’re here to write down every item on paper; afterward we’ll distribute everything to the poor, justly and with proper order. Get out of here, I tell you, or I’ll raise my crook!”

The teacher removed from his cummerbund the oblong bronze inkpot, unfolded an oversized sheet of paper, and turned toward the small shop to begin the inventory there. But at that very moment a terrible fracas was heard—tin cans walloped, bobbins toppled, coffee cups jostled and smashed, and from the kitchen came a huge brouhaha of saucepans, plates, and knives. Old Kondomanolios darted in, brandishing his crook. But where could he swing first! Grandmas, men, and children were running out through doorways, jumping through windows and over fences, tumbling off the flat roof, each carrying what he or she had managed to snatch: frying pans, saucepans, mattresses, rabbits. Some of them had taken doors off their hinges or had removed windows and were carrying them away on their shoulders. Mimithos, too, had nabbed the deceased’s pair of court shoes and had tied them around his neck with a string; thus it seemed that Madame Hortense were astride his shoulders and departing, with only her court shoes showing.

The teacher, knitting his brows, replaced the inkpot in his cummerbund, folded the blank piece of paper and, without breathing a word, strode over the threshold with great wounded dignity, departing.

Poor Uncle Anagnostis kept shouting, begging, raising his staff: “Shame on you, shame on you, boys! The dead can hear!”

“Should I go and call the priest?” asked Mimithos.

“What priest, you damned idiot?” said Kondomanolios angrily. “She was a Roman Catholic. Didn’t you see how she crossed herself—with four fingers, the heretic! Let’s hold out until they bury her in the sand so she won’t stink up the village and befoul it.”

“By the Cross, look! She’s already wormy,” said Mimithos, making the sign.

Uncle Anagnostis shook his fine aristocratic head. “You think that’s strange, you crazy lunatic? You should know that we humans are full of worms from the moment we’re born, but we can’t see them. As soon as they realize that we’re beginning to stink, they come out of their holes, as white as can be, just like cheese mites.”

The first stars appeared, hanging themselves twinkling in midair like minuscule silver bells sounding ding-dong all night long. Zorba unhooked the parrot’s cage from above the dead woman’s bed. The orphaned bird, terrified, cowered in one corner. It kept looking, looking again, failing to understand. Its head placed between its wings, it had shriveled. When Zorba took down its cage, the parrot leaped up and tried to speak, but Zorba reached out with his hand. “Quiet,” he told the bird caressingly. “Quiet. Come with me.”

Bending down, he looked at the deceased, looked for a long time, his throat constricted. He was about to bend down farther to kiss her, but restrained himself. “Go with God’s blessing,” he murmured. Taking the cage, he went out into the yard, where he caught sight of me and approached. “Let’s get away from here,” he said to me, catching hold of my arm. He seemed at peace, but his lips were trembling.

“Everyone will travel the same road,” I said in order to console him.

“Hooray for the consolation!” he whistled sarcastically. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Just a minute, Zorba. They’re going in now to lift her. Wait so we can see. Can you bear it?”

“I’ll bear it,” he replied in a stifled voice. He placed the cage on the ground and folded his arms.

Uncle Anagnostis and Kondomanolios departed the death chamber bareheaded, crossing themselves. Behind them came four of the dancers in the best of spirits, half-drunk, with April roses still behind their ears, holding the outer door by its four corners, with the corpse lying on top. The lyra player followed with his instrument, then a dozen men in high spirits, still chewing, and five or six women each carrying a stewpot or a chair. Last came Mimithos with the down-at-heel court shoes around his neck.

“Murderers! Murderers! Murderers!” he shrieked, laughing.

A warm, humid breeze was blowing; the sea was growing rough. The lyra player raised his bow and his voice gushed out as a happy gurgle in the warm night:

Dear sun, why do you hurry so to set?

“Let’s go!” said Zorba. “It’s all finished.”


XXIV

We progressed through the village’s narrow streets without speaking. The solidly dark houses were tinged with black; somewhere a dog was barking, an ox sighing. Occasionally the lyra’s jingling bells, gushing cheerfully like skittish water, reached us on a puff of wind.

We reached the end of the village and took the road leading to our beach.

“Which wind is this, Zorba?” I asked in order to cut the heavy silence, “The Notus?”

But Zorba did not answer. He was walking in front of me, holding the parrot’s cage like a lantern. When we reached our beach, he turned and asked, “Are you hungry, Boss?”

“No, I’m not hungry, Zorba.”

“Are you sleepy?”

“No.”

“Neither am I. Let’s sit on the pebbles. I have something to ask you.”

Although we were both tired, we did not wish to sleep, to lose this day’s venom. We were ashamed to go to bed. Sleep struck us like flight in a time of danger.

We sat down at the water’s edge. Zorba, placing the cage between his knees, remained silent for quite some time. A fearsome constellation rose above the mountain, a monster with many eyes and a twisted tail; occasionally a star would detach itself and fall. Zorba gazed at the stars, his mouth wide open as though he were seeing them for the very first time. “Amazing what happens up there!” he exclaimed. A little while later he decided to speak out. His energetic voice rose with solemn emotion in the warm night: “Boss, can you tell me what all this means? Who made it? Why did whoever made it do so? And above all”—his tone filled now with anger and fear—“why do we die?”

“I don’t know, Zorba,” I replied, ashamed as though being asked the simplest, most indispensable thing and nevertheless not being able to explain it.

“You don’t know!” Zorba said, goggle-eyed. “You!” His eyes had popped out in similar astonishment on another night when he asked me if I knew how to dance and I replied negatively. He remained silent for a moment, then suddenly exploded: “What, then, are those goddamned papers you read? Why do you read them? If they don’t tell you that, what do they tell you?”

“They tell me of humanity’s distress because it cannot answer the questions you ask, Zorba,” I replied.

“Their distress? I despise their distress!” said Zorba, indignantly stamping his foot on the stones.

The parrot jumped up at the sudden shouts. “Canavaro! Canavaro!” it squawked as though in need of help.

“Shut up, you!” said Zorba, punching the cage.

He turned to me again. “I want you to tell me where we come from and where we are going. You’ve been wasting away for so many years with your black magic and must have squeezed the sap out of ten or eleven thousand pounds of paper. So, what juice did you find?” Zorba’s voice was so agonized that his breath broke.

If only I could answer him! What I felt profoundly was that humanity’s highest reach was not knowledge, nor was it virtue, goodness, or victory, but something else, something higher, more heroic and despairing—namely, awe, sacred terror. Beyond sacred terror the human mind cannot go.

“Aren’t you going to answer?” asked Zorba with anguish.

Replying, I attempted to make my companion understand the meaning of sacred terror. “We are small worms, Zorba, very small worms on the tiniest leaf of a gigantic tree. This tiny leaf is our earth; the other leaves are the stars you see moving at night. We drag ourselves along on our tiny leaf, eagerly ferreting around in it. We smell it: it has an odor. We taste it: it can be eaten. We strike it: it resounds, shouting like a living thing. Some of us human beings, the most fearless, reach the edge of the leaf. We bend over this edge with open eyes and ears, observing chaos below. We shudder. We divine the terrible drop beneath us, occasionally hear a sound made by the gigantic tree’s other leaves, sense the sap rising from the roots, swelling our hearts. In this way, leaning over the abyss, we realize with all our body and soul that we are being overcome by terror. What begins at that moment is—”

I stopped. I had wanted to say, “What begins at that moment is poetry,” but Zorba would not have understood, so I kept silent.

“What begins?” asked Zorba eagerly. “Why did you stop?”

“At that moment, Zorba, begins the great danger,” I replied. “Some become dazed and delirious; others, growing afraid, take great pains to discover an answer that will brace their heart. These say, ‘God.’ Still others, calmly, bravely, look down at the drop from the leaf’s edge and say, ‘I like it.’ ”

Zorba thought for a long time, probing deeply in order to understand. “I look down at death continually,” he said at last. “I look at it and am not afraid. Never, however, do I say, ‘I like it.’ No, I do not like it, not at all. I am free, am I not? I don’t sign!”

He stopped, but quickly shouted again: “No, I’m not one to hold out my neck to death like a sheep and say, ‘Slaughter me, my dear Agha, so I may become a saint.’ ”

I said nothing. Zorba, turning, looked angrily at me. “Am I not free?” he shouted again.

I said nothing. To say yes to necessity, transubstantiating the unavoidable into one’s own free will, is perhaps our only path to deliverance. I knew this, and for that reason said nothing.

Zorba saw that I had nothing more to tell him. Lifting the cage very slowly so that the parrot would not awaken, he placed it next to his head and stretched out.

“Good night, Boss,” he said. “Enough!”

A warm south wind blowing from Egypt was ripening the vegetables, fruit, and human breasts of Crete. I received it pouring over my forehead, lips, and throat, making my brain crackle and swell like maturing fruit.

I could not sleep, nor did I want to. I was not thinking of anything. Throughout this warm night, I simply felt something or someone ripening inside me. I was both observing this astonishing spectacle and unequivocally experiencing it—namely, the fact that I was changing. What always happens in our heart’s darkest depths was now happening openly and visibly in front of me. Perched at the sea’s edge, I was able to observe the miracle.

Stars dimmed, heavens brightened, a fine slate pencil engraved mountains, trees, and seagulls upon the light. Morning had arrived.

* * *

Quite a few days passed by. The wheat had ripened; its grain-loaded ears were sagging. Cicadas on the olive trees sawed the air; shiny insects hummed in the incandescent light; the sea was steaming.

Zorba, without speaking, took off regularly at dawn for the mountain. The construction of the aerial runway was nearly finished: the stanchions had been inserted, the cable stretched, the pulleys affixed. Each night he returned, exhausted from work, lit a fire, and cooked. Eating, we would avoid reawakening those large demons inside us—love, death, fear. Nor would we bring our conversation around to the widow, to Madame Hortense, or to God. Both of us would simply gaze out mutely at the sea beyond.

One morning when I rose and washed, it was as though an entire brand-new, glowing world had also risen and washed. I took the road to the village. On my left the indigo-blue sea was calm; on my right the wheat stood upright like troops of soldiers armed with golden lances. I went by The Fig Tree of the Notable’s Daughter, filled now with green leaves and minuscule figs. I passed the widow’s orchard hastily, without turning, and entered the village. Madame Hortense’s small inn was orphaned, deserted, with missing doors and windows, dogs frequenting the courtyard, the rooms empty, dilapidated. In the death chamber not even the bed remained any longer, nor the steamer trunk or a single chair. They had all been plundered. The only object still there, in a corner, was a single ragged, down-at-heel court shoe with a red pompon. It preserved the shape of its mistress’s sole. This miserable shoe, more tenderhearted than the human spirit, had still not forgotten the beloved, much-tormented foot.

I was late in returning. Zorba had already ignited the fire and was preparing to cook. As he raised his head and saw me, he understood where I had been. He knit his brows. That evening, after so many days, he finally unlocked his heart and spoke. “Boss,” he said, as though wishing to justify himself, “every sorrow breaks my heart in two. But that organ of a thousand wounds heals immediately and the wound does not show. I am full of healed wounds; that is why I bear up.”

“It didn’t take you long to forget unfortunate Bouboulina,” I said, my tone having grown curt even though I had not wished it to do so.

Zorba was hurt. Raising his voice, he shouted, “New road, new plans. I’ve stopped remembering bygones, stopped seeking future prospects. What matters to me is whatever is happening right now, at this very moment. I ask myself, ‘What are you doing now, Zorba?’ ‘I’m sleeping.’ ‘All right, sleep well!’ ‘What are you doing now, Zorba?’ ‘I’m working.’ ‘All right, work well!’ ‘What are you doing now, Zorba?’ ‘I’m embracing a woman.’ ‘All right, embrace her well!’ Forget all the rest. Nothing else exists in the world except you and that woman. Shake a leg!”

After a bit: “When Bouboulina was alive, as you were saying, no Canavaro gave her as much pleasure as I did, I who you see here: old, ragged Zorba. You’ll ask why? Because the Canavaros kissed her and the very moment they were kissing her they were thinking of their fleets and Crete and their kings and stripes and wives. But I forgot everything, everything, and she, the scamp, understood. What you need to learn, dear savant, is that no greater pleasure than this exists for a woman. You should also know that a true woman is more pleased by the pleasure she gives to a man than by the pleasure she takes from him.”

Bending over, he added more wood to the fire. Then, soon afterward, he said, “The day after tomorrow we’ll have the aerial runway’s inauguration. I don’t walk on the ground any longer. I’ve become ‘aerial.’ I feel the pulleys on my shoulders.”

“Do you remember, Zorba, the bait you tossed me in the café in Piraeus in order to hook me? You said you made a soup so delicious that a mother would drink it herself and not give any to her child. It so happens that the dish I love best is precisely soup. How did you know that?”

Zorba shook his head. “How did I know, Boss? I just figured it out. Seeing you seated in the corner of the café, as quiet as could be, bent over a tiny book with a golden cover, all huddled up as though shivering, I don’t know, I just thought you’d like soup. Only God knows why, but that’s how I figured it out, I’m telling you.” Stopping, he cupped his ear. “Quiet,” he said. “Someone’s coming.”

Rapid steps could be heard, as well as the heavy puffing of a man running. Then, leaping in front of us all at once in the flame’s flickering light was a monk in a torn cassock smelling of kerosene—bareheaded, with scorched beard, his mustache half gone.

“Good God, welcome to Father Zacharias!” shouted Zorba. “And welcome also to Father Joseph! What’s this mess you’re in?”

The monk sank to the floor, next to the fire. His jaws were clattering.

Leaning over, Zorba winked at him.

“Yes,” the monk answered.

Zorba leaped up in delight.

“Well done, monk! Now at last you’ll go to Paradise and be saved, holding a kerosene tin in your hand.”

“Amen,” murmured the monk, crossing himself.

“How did it happen? When? Tell us!”

“I saw Archangel Michael, Brother Canavaro. I received a command. Listen how: I was in the kitchen cleaning string beans, all alone, the door locked, the fathers at vespers. Complete quiet. I was listening intently to the birds singing. They seemed like angels. I was peaceful. I had made everything ready, and was waiting. I had purchased a tin of kerosene and had hidden it in the cemetery chapel, beneath the Holy Altar, so that Archangel Michael could bless it. So I was cleaning string beans yesterday evening with Paradise in mind and saying to myself, ‘Dear Christ, may I be worthy of the kingdom of heaven, and may I clean vegetables eternally in Paradise’s kitchens!’ That’s what I was thinking, my tears flowing, when suddenly I hear wings above me. I understood. I bowed my head. Then I heard a voice: ‘Zacharias, raise your eyes. Do not be afraid.’ But I was trembling and I fell to the floor. ‘Raise your eyes, Zacharias,’ sounded the voice once again. I raised my eyes and saw: the door had opened and Archangel Michael was standing on the threshold, just as he is painted on the door of the sanctuary—identical, with black wings, red greaves, and a golden halo. Only he wasn’t holding a sword; he was holding a burning torch. ‘Hail Zacharias!’ he says to me. I answered, ‘Behold the servant of God. Command!’ ‘Take this burning torch, and God be with you!’ I reached out, felt my palm burning. But the archangel had vanished. All I saw from the doorway was a fiery line in the sky, like a shooting star.”

The monk wiped the sweat away from his face. He had turned deathly pale. His teeth were knocking together as though he were suffering from a high temperature.

“Well?” asked Zorba. “Courage, monk!”

“At that time the monks were leaving vespers and entering the refectory. The abbot gave me a kick on his way as though I were a dog. The monks laughed; I didn’t breathe a word. The air still smelled of sulfur from the archangel’s appearance, but no one sensed it. They sat down in the refectory. ‘Aren’t you going to eat anything, Zacharias?’ asks the server. I keep mum. ‘He fills himself with the bread of angels,’ says Dometios, the queer. The fathers laughed some more. I stood up and went to the cemetery, fell on my face at the archangel’s feet and felt his foot stepping heavily on the back of my neck. Hours went by like a lightning flash; that’s how the hours will go by also in Paradise. Midnight; everything quiet; the monks asleep. I rose, crossed myself, kissed the archangel’s foot. ‘Thy will be done!’ I said as I picked up the kerosene tin and opened it. I had stuffed a lot of rags into my robe. I went outside. Pitch black. The moon still had not risen, the monastery all-black, like hell. I entered the surrounding courtyard, went upstairs, reached the abbot’s apartment. I poured kerosene over the door, windows, walls. Then I ran to Dometios’s cell and began there to splash the long loggia, just the way you had explained to me. After that I went into the church, took a candle, lighted it from Christ’s oil lamp, and made the fire.” The monk fell silent. He was huffing and puffing. Flames filled his eyes. “Glory be to God!” he roared, crossing himself. “Glory be to God! The monastery was wrapped all at once in flames. ‘Here’s to hellfire!’ I shouted full force and took to my heels. I ran and ran. Hearing the bells ringing, the monks screaming, I ran and ran. Daybreak came. I hid in the forest. I was shivering. The sun rose. I heard the monks racing to the forest, searching for me. But God had thrown a mist over me and they couldn’t see me. Toward dusk I heard a voice again: ‘Down to the beach! Move!’ ‘Guide me, O archangel!’ I shouted and set out again. I didn’t know where I was going; the archangel was guiding me, sometimes as a flash of light, sometimes as a dark bird in the trees, sometimes as a descending footpath. I ran and ran behind him, trusting fully. And look! By his abundant grace I found you, dear Canavaro, and am saved!”

Although Zorba did not speak, a broad, mute, diabolical laugh had spread across his entire face, reaching from the ends of his lips to his hairy donkey ears.

The food was ready now. He removed it.

“Zacharias,” he asked, “what is this ‘bread of angels’?”

“Spirit,” answered the monk, crossing himself.

“Spirit—in other words, wind? Wind is not filling, my good friend. Sit down to eat some bread, fish soup, and grouper to come round. You worked well. Now eat!”

“I’m not hungry,” said the monk.

“Zacharias is not hungry. But what about Joseph? Is even Joseph, too, not hungry?”

“Joseph,” the monk said softly, as though divulging some great secret, “blasted Joseph was burned, glory be to God!”

“Was burned!” shouted Zorba with a laugh. “How? When? Did you see him burn?”

“Brother Canavaro, he was burned the moment I lighted the candle from Christ’s oil lamp. I saw him with my eyes come out of my mouth like a black ribbon with fiery words. The candle flame fell on him. He coiled up like a snake and turned into ashes. I was relieved, glory be to God. I believe I have already entered Paradise.”

He rose from the fireplace, where he was coiled. “I’ll go and lie down on the beach,” he said. “That’s what I was commanded to do.” He walked along the seafront and vanished into the night.

“You got him into trouble, Zorba,” I said. “If the monks find him, he’s done for.”

“Don’t worry, Boss, they won’t find him. I know something about illegal bootlegging and stuff. First thing tomorrow morning I’ll shave him, give him some proper human clothes to wear, and put him on a ship. Don’t bother about this, Boss; it’s a simple little job. How’s the soup? Eat the bread of humans with gusto and don’t trouble yourself.”

Zorba himself ate with gusto, drank, swabbed his mustache. He was in the mood now for conversation: “You see? Joseph—the Devil inside him—died. Now he’s emptied out, poor fellow, emptied out. Finished! He, too, has ended up finally like everyone else.” He thought for a moment, then suddenly: “Would you say, Boss, that this Devil was—”

“Certainly,” I replied. “The idea to burn the monastery dominated him. He burned the monastery, found relief. That idea needed to eat meat, drink wine, mature, turn into action. Zacharias, the other one, had no need of meat and wine. He matured by fasting.”

Zorba turned this over in his mind, turned it over again. “Oh dear, I think you are right, Boss,” he said. “I think I, Zorba, have five or six demons inside me.”

“We all have demons, Zorba, so don’t be frightened. The more we have, the better it is. It’s sufficient if they all move toward the same goal via different routes.”

These words perplexed Zorba. Placing his head between his knees, he fell into thought. “What goal?” he asked finally, raising his eyes.

“How do I know, Zorba? You ask me about difficult things. How can I explain them to you?”

“Do it simply, so I can understand. As for me, until now I allowed my demons to be free and do as they pleased, to follow whatever path they liked. That’s why some people call me dishonest, others honest, some a fool, others a wise Solomon. I am all of those and still more—a real Russian salad. So, enlighten me if you please. What goal?”

“I believe, Zorba, but can be wrong, that human beings are of three kinds: those whose purpose, as they say, is to live their own lives—to eat, drink, kiss, grow rich, become famous; next are those whose purpose is to live not their own lives but the life of humanity as a whole, since they feel that all human beings are one and the same in their struggle to enlighten, to love, and benefit others; finally there are those whose purpose is to live the life of the entire universe, since all people, animals, vegetables, and stars are one and the same, one essence engaged in the same struggle—namely, to transubstantiate matter into spirit.”

Zorba scratched his scalp. “I’m thickheaded,” he said. “I don’t find the meaning very easily. Hey, Boss, how about dancing everything you said, so I can understand it?”

Discouraged, I bit my lips. If only I could have danced all those pessimistic thoughts!

“Or, Boss, how about telling me all that as a story? The way Houssein Aghas did. He was an old Turk, a neighbor of mine, very old, very poor, with neither wife nor children, totally alone. His clothes were threadbare but they shone. He laundered them himself, cooked, did the washing up. In the evening he used to come to my family home and sit in the yard with my grandmother and other old ladies from the neighborhood, knitting socks. Well, this Hussein Aghas I’m telling you about was a saintly person. One day he put me on his knees and placed his hand on my head as though giving me his blessing. ‘Alexis,’ he said, ‘I’m going to confide something to you. You’re young and you won’t understand this, but you will understand it when you grow up. Listen, my child: The seven stories of both heaven and earth are too small to contain God, yet the human heart is big enough to do so. For this reason take care, Alexis, if you want my blessing—take care never to wound the human heart.’ ”

I listened to Zorba without speaking. If only I, too, could avoid opening my mouth except when abstract ideas attained their highest peak: when they became a story! But this can be accomplished only by a great poet, or by a nation’s people after numerous centuries of unspoken effort.

Zorba stood up. “I’m off to see how our firebug is doing. I’ll throw a blanket over him so he won’t catch cold. And I’ll take along a pair of scissors, too; they’ll be needed.” He laughed. “When humans become truly human in name and action, Boss, this Zacharias whom you see will take his place next to the famous Kanaris, the fireboat captain.” Fetching a blanket and some scissors, he walked along the shoreline. A deficient moon had appeared, shedding a sorrowful, wan, sickly color onto the earth.

I remained alone next to the extinguished fire, weighing Zorba’s words that were so filled with substance, with warm earthy aroma and human weight. Those words rose from his loins and innards, still maintaining human warmth within. My words were made of paper; they descended from the head and were sprinkled with only a trickle of blood. Whatever value they possessed derived from that trickle.

I was stretched out on my stomach raking through the embers in the fireplace when suddenly Zorba appeared, dazed, his arms drooping. “Boss,” he said, “don’t be scared.”

I jumped up.

“The monk is dead.”

“Dead?”

“I found him lying on a boulder, lighted by the moon. Kneeling, I started to cut off his beard and what was left of his mustache. I cut and cut; he didn’t move. Gathering momentum, I cut the hair off his head, too, right down to the roots. I must have removed more than a pound of hair, making him bald as a coot. What laughter got hold of me then! ‘Hey, Signor Zacharias,’ I shouted at him while shaking him, ‘wake up to see the All-Holy’s miracle!’ But he didn’t move. I shook him again. Nothing. ‘The poor fool hasn’t kicked the bucket, has he?’ I wondered. I opened his cassock, revealing his chest, put my hand over his heart. Tick, tick, tick? Nothing. Silence. The machine wasn’t working any longer.”

While speaking, Zorba had renewed his good spirits. Death had dazed him for a moment, but he soon felt comfortable in its presence.

“What should we do with him now, Boss? I say we should burn him. The Lord gave kerosene, and the Lord has taken away kerosene—isn’t that somewhere in the Bible? You’ll see, his cassock is starched with grease and lard and was recently soaked with kerosene to boot. He’ll flame up like Judas on Holy Thursday.”

“Do whatever you want,” I said, distressed.

Zorba pondered. “A mess,” he said finally, “a big mess. If I burn him, his cassock will ignite like pine kindling, but the poor fellow is scrawny, just skin and bones, and will take forever to turn into ashes. The wretch doesn’t have a bit of lard on him, you see, to help the fire.” He shook his head. “If God existed,” he said, “wouldn’t he have foreseen all this and made him fat, with lots of lard, to save us? What do you say?”

“Don’t involve me, I tell you. Do what you want, but quickly.”

“The best thing would be for a miracle to come out of all this, for the monks to believe that God himself turned into a barber, shaved him, and then killed him because he had damaged the monastery.” He scratched his head again. “But what miracle? What miracle? Do your stuff, Zorba!”

The deficient moon—golden vermilion, like red-hot copper—had touched the horizon and was at last about to set.

Tired, I went to bed. When I awoke at dawn I saw Zorba sitting next to me making coffee. He was deathly pale, his eyes swollen and inflamed from lack of sleep. But on his thick caprine lips was a saucy smile.

“I didn’t sleep all night, Boss. I had a job to do.”

“What job, you rascal?”

“Performing the miracle.” Laughing, he placed his finger over his lips. “I’m not telling you. Tomorrow we’ll have the inauguration of the aerial runway. The potbellied padres will be coming for their holy-water rite. That’s when you’ll hear about the new miracle performed by the Her Lady the Avenger, great be her grace!”

He poured the coffee.

“Bah, I’m the right one to be appointed abbot,” he said. “If I opened a monastery, I bet you that I’d shut all the others and steal every one of their customers. Do you want tears? A small, dampened sponge, and all the icons would shed tears. Do you want thunder? I’d attach a bellowing-machine below the Holy Altar. Do you want ghosts? All night long two of my faithful monks would promenade on the monastery’s rooftops wrapped in sheets. Also, each year on my Lady’s feast day I would prepare certain lame, blind, and paralyzed folks to see the light, jump up, and dance. Don’t laugh, Boss. I had an uncle who once found an old mule ready to die. It had been abandoned in some outback place to croak. My uncle took it, brought it out each morning to graze, then back to his home in the evening. ‘Eh, Haralambos,’ the villagers kept asking him, ‘what do you want with that decrepit mule?’ ‘I keep it as a manure factory,’ replied my uncle. Well, Boss, I would keep the monastery as my factory for miracles.”


XXV

I shall never forget this May Day Eve as long as I live. The aerial runway was ready: stanchions, cable, and pulleys all gleaming in morning sunlight. Enormous hewn pine trunks had been piled at the mountaintop, where workers were waiting to hang them from the cable and release them for their slide down to the beach.

On the mountain, a large Greek flag was waving at the runway’s top; on the seashore, another flag was waving at the runway’s bottom. Zorba had placed a small barrel of wine outside our hut; a workman was revolving a plump lamb on a spit. In order to wish us financial success, the invited guests would all enjoy a glass of wine and some appetizers after the blessing and inauguration.

Zorba had unhooked the parrot’s cage from its place in the hut and had carefully placed it on a high stone near the first stanchion. “I feel that I’m seeing its mistress,” he murmured, gazing at it tenderly. He took a fistful of Arabian peanuts out of his pocket and fed the bird. He was wearing the outfit he kept for festivals: white shirt open at the neck, gray suit jacket, green trousers, and his best shoes, the ones with rubber soles. His mustache, which had begun to lose its dye, he swamped with special wax.

Like a great aristocrat, he ran everywhere to welcome other great aristocrats—the village notables—in order to explain to them the nature of an aerial runway, what wealth it would bring the village, and how enlightenment from the All-Holy, great be her grace, had enabled him to design it perfectly. “This is an important piece of work,” he kept telling them. “One has got to discover the correct angle—a whole science! I tortured myself for months, but in vain. For great works, you see, the human mind is not sufficient; what’s needed is divine inspiration. So the Blessed Mother of God full of grace saw me torturing myself and pitied me. ‘Poor Zorba,’ she said, ‘he’s an estimable person and desires the good of the village, so let’s help him.’ Then: O miracle!”

Stopping, Zorba crossed himself three times.

“O miracle! One night a woman dressed in black appeared in my sleep. It was the Mother of God, great be her grace! In her hand she held a small aerial runway—like this, no bigger. ‘Zorba,’ she says to me, ‘I’m bringing you the design from heaven. Here, take this angle and my best wishes!’ She spoke, vanished. I jump out of my sleep, race to the spot where I’m running various tryouts, and what do I see: the string had assumed the correct angle and it smelled of frankincense—a sure sign that the Mother of God’s hand must have touched it!”

Kondomanolios was opening his mouth in order to ask something when five monks mounted on mules appeared on the stony path with a single monk running in front of them carrying a large wooden cross on his shoulder. He was roaring something; yet exactly what he was roaring we still could not make out. Psalmody could now be heard. The monks were crossing themselves and waving their arms. Sparks flew up from the stones. The monk running in front arrived, dripping with sweat. Raising the cross on high, he boomed: “Christians, the miracle! Christians, the miracle! The fathers are bringing the Blessed Mother of God, full of grace. Fall down and do obeisance!”

The villagers, both notables and workers, ran, surrounded the monk, and crossed themselves emotionally. I stood off to one side. Zorba delivered me a quick, scintillating wink.

“You, too—come closer,” he called to me, “come closer to hear the Full-of-Grace’s miracle.”

Hastily, breathlessly, the monk commenced his narration: “Christians, listen! A vision of God, a divine miracle! Christians, listen! The Devil captured the soul of accursed Zacharias, making him sprinkle the holy monastery last night with kerosene. But God roused us. We awoke, saw the flames, leaped out of bed. The abbot’s apartment, the loggia, the cells were ablaze. We rang the bells screaming, ‘O Lady the Avenger, help us!’ and ran with pitchers and buckets. By dawn the fire was extinguished, thanks to her grace! We went to the chapel, where her wonderworking icon is enthroned. Kneeling, we shouted, ‘O Lady the Avenger, raise your lance and strike the culprit.’ Gathering in the courtyard, we saw that Zacharias—Judas!—was missing. ‘He’s the one who set us on fire, he’s the one!’ we all shouted, and we scattered in order to find him. We searched all day long. Nothing. We searched all night long. Nothing. Today at dawn we went to the chapel again and what do we see, dear Christians: a vision of God, a divine miracle! Zacharias stretched out at the Panaghia’s feet, dead! And the lance in the Panaghia’s hand with a large drop of blood on its tip!”

“Kyrie eleison! Kyrie eleison!” droned the villagers, falling to the ground and doing obeisance (repeatedly, of course).

“And more,” continued the monk, swallowing his saliva. “This frightening thing: When we bent down to raise the demonized culprit, we all remained openmouthed: the Mother of God had shaved his hair, mustache, beard—like a Catholic priest!”

Forcefully controlling my laughter, I turned to look at Zorba. “You sanctimonious Devil!” I said to him softly.

But Zorba was staring at the monk in goggle-eyed amazement and devoutly crossing himself over and over again. “You are great, Lord,” he kept murmuring. “You are great. And wonderful are your works!”

Meanwhile, the other monks had arrived and dismounted. The hospitality master stood on a rock with the wonderworking icon clasped to his chest. Everyone ran pell-mell to kowtow before it. Behind the others came rotund Dometios holding the collection plate and sprinkling the stolid peasant foreheads of donors with rosewater. Three monks drenched in sweat stood around him chanting, their hairy hands on their bellies.

“We shall make the rounds of Cretan villages,” said rotund Dometios, “so that the faithful may do obeisance and donate howsoever much the All-Holy’s grace enlightens them to give. We need to collect money to renovate the holy monastery.”

“Potbellied padres!” murmured Zorba. “Once again they’ll make a profit.” He approached the abbot. “Holy Father Superior,” he said, “everything is ready for the blessing. May the All-Holy’s grace sanctify our enterprise!”

The sun had risen and no wind was blowing; the heat was great. The fathers placed themselves around the first stanchion, the one with the Greek flag. Wiping their foreheads with their wide sleeves, they began to chant the benediction for the foundations of a home: “Lord, Lord, may this mechanism be established on solid rock, that neither wind nor water has the power to damage it.” Plunging the aspergillum in the copper bucket, they sprinkled the stanchion, the cable, the pulleys, Zorba, me, and afterward the villagers, workers, and the sea. Then they lifted the icon carefully, as though the All-Holy were ill, stood it on a tall rock next to the parrot, and placed themselves around it to admire the inauguration. The notables stood on the other side of the stanchion, with Zorba in the middle. I had withdrawn to the water’s edge and stood there, waiting.

The trial was meant to take place with only three tree trunks—the Holy Trinity! Nevertheless, we added a fourth pine for Our Lady the Avenger’s sake.

Monks, villagers, and workers crossed themselves. “In the name of God and the Panaghia,” they murmured.

Zorba, reaching the first stanchion with a single great stride, pulled the string that lowered the flag—the signal awaited by the workers high up on the mountain. The whole crowd moved back, with every eye fixed on the mountaintop.

“In the name of the Father!” shouted the abbot.

What happened then is indescribable. The catastrophe detonated like a thunderbolt, giving us barely enough time to save ourselves. The entire aerial runway jolted. The pine that had been hung from the cable by the workers plummeted with demonic momentum toward the bottom, discharging sparks and casting off huge splinters that whisked through the air. When it reached the bottom a few seconds later, it was nothing but a half-incinerated stick.

Zorba gave me the look of a thrashed dog. The monks and villagers moved farther back; the tethered mules began to kick. Fat Dometios, terror stricken, collapsed to the ground, murmuring “Good Lord! Good Lord!”

Zorba raised his hand. “It’s nothing,” he said. “The first log always does that. Now the mechanism will settle down. Look!” He raised the flag, giving the signal—and ran away.

“And of the Son!” the abbot shouted once again, his voice trembling somewhat.

The second trunk was let loose. The stanchions jolted, the tree gained speed, jumped like a dolphin, plummeted directly toward us but never reached bottom because it was smashed to smithereens halfway down.

“Goddamn it!” muttered Zorba, biting his mustache. “The slope was wrong.” Enraged, he leaped to the stanchion and lowered the flag, giving the signal once more. The monks, now behind their mules, crossed themselves. Each of the notables waited with raised foot, ready to escape.

“And of the Holy Ghost!” stuttered the abbot with bated breath, gathering together his cassock.

The third trunk was humongous. At the moment of its release a huge noise sounded.

“Lie flat, poor devils!” screamed Zorba as he raced away. The monks fell facedown; the villagers legged it.

The pine jumped up, fell back onto the cable, discharged sparks, and, before we had a chance to see this, had bypassed mountain and seashore in order to dive far away into the sea, throwing up foam. Many of the jolting stanchions had leaned over. The mules had broken their tethers and fled.

“It’s nothing! It’s nothing!” screamed Zorba, frantic. “The mechanism will settle down now. Onward!” He raised the flag again. You sensed that he was hurrying in his desperation to bring all this to its final end.

“And to Our All-Holy Lady the Avenger” spluttered the abbot, hiding behind a rock.

The fourth trunk darted forth. A bloodcurdling CRACK sounded, then a second CRACK, and all the stanchions collapsed, one behind the other, like a pack of playing cards.

“Kyrie eleison! Kyrie eleison!” screamed workers, villagers, and monks as they stampeded.

A splinter wounded Dometios’s thigh; another missed the abbot’s eye by a hair’s breadth. The villagers had disappeared. Only the All-Holy remained erect on her rock, lance in hand, observing mankind with a critical eye. Next to her, trembling, was the wretched parrot with its green wings fluffed out.

The monks seized the All-Holy and embraced her, picked up Dometios, who was groaning with pain, rounded up their mules, mounted, and fled. The worker turning the lamb on the spit had abandoned it out of fear; the lamb was burning.

“The lamb will be roasted to a crisp!” Zorba cried out; he ran to continue turning it.

I sat down next to him. By this time not a single soul remained on the beach; we were alone. Turning, he looked at me with an uncertain, unformed glance, not knowing how I would consider the catastrophe or which direction this mishap would now take. He leaned over the lamb again, took a knife, cut off a piece, tasted it, and immediately removed the spit from the fire and stood it up.

“Delicious,” he said, “delicious, Boss. “How about a little taste for you, too?”

“Bring the wine. Bring the bread. I’m hungry.”

Zorba took a spry leap, rolled the wine barrel next to the lamb, brought over a large loaf of whole-wheat bread and two glasses. Each of us taking a knife, we cut two ample strips of meat, thick slices of bread, and ate and ate, insatiably.

“Do you see how tasty it is, Boss?” Zorba asked. “It’s a peach, it is! Scrumptious! You see, the fodder here isn’t plush; the animals graze on dry feed and their meat is pure taste. I remember only once when I ate meat as tasty as this. It was the time when—you know—I had used my hair to embroider Hagia Sophia, which I wore as a good-luck charm. Ancient history!”

“Keep talking!”

“Ancient history, I’m telling you, Boss. Crazy, stupid Greek stuff.”

“Come on, Zorba, keep talking! I like hearing you.”

“Well, it was the Bulgarians, as you know. They had surrounded us. It was nighttime. We saw them all around us lighting fires on the mountainsides, beating their oblong drums and howling like wolves to frighten us. There must have been about three hundred of them; we were twenty-eight with Captain Rouvas, our chief—a fine, brave man. God forgive his sins if he has died. ‘Hey, Zorba, he says to me, fit the lamb on the spit.’ ‘It’s tastier, Captain, when cooked in a pit.’ ‘Do it however you want, but quickly. We’re hungry.’ We dug a pit, buried the lamb in it, piled lots of red-hot cinders on top, took bread out of our sacks, and all sat down around the pit. ‘This might be our last meal!’ said Captain Rouvas. ‘Is anyone afraid, boys?’ We all laughed. No one deigned to reply. We took hold of the wooden pot. ‘To your health, Captain. Here’s to good bullets!’ We drank once, drank twice, dug out the lamb. Good God, what was that, Boss! Remembering it my saliva still flows. Succulent! Melts in your mouth! We all threw ourselves on it, brave lads that we were. ‘Never in my life have I eaten more delicious meat!’ said the captain. ‘God is with us.’ He drank, too, and in one gulp, although he was a teetotaler. ‘Sing, boys; sing a klephtiko,’ he commanded. ‘Those over there are howling like wolves; we Greeks will sing like men. Let’s do “O yero-Dimos.” ’ We drank our wine down quickly, soused ourselves with one more, then belted out the song. The ravines echoed: ‘I’ve grown old, boys, a klepht for fifty years.’ High spirits by the truckload! ‘Hooray for us,’ said the captain. ‘What good spirits! Hey there, Alexis, how about examining the lamb’s back? What does it say?’ I went up to the fire and scraped the lamb’s back with my penknife. ‘I don’t see any graves, Captain; I don’t see death. I think we’ll get away with it this time, too.’ ‘May your words also be in God’s ear,’ said the second in command, who was newly married. ‘May I first manage to have a son; after that, let happen whatever God decrees.’ ”

Zorba sliced a large portion of the lamb’s hindquarters. “That lamb was excellent,” he said, “but I’m enjoying this one, too. It’s every bit as good!”

“Pour glasses for us to drink, Zorba. To the brim! Bottoms up!”

We clinked our glasses and drank. Splendid Ierapetra wine, as black as hare’s blood. When you drank, it was as though you were receiving earth-blood as Holy Communion. You flourished. Your veins were filled to the brim with strength, your heart with kindness; if you were a coward, you became brave; if you were already brave, you became a wild, untamed monster. You forgot humble trifles; narrow borders broke down; you joined with humans, animals, God—becoming one with everything.

“Onward! Let’s see in our turn what the lamb’s back relates. Shake a leg with the prophecies, Zorba!”

He thoroughly licked the back, cleansed it some more with his knife, held it up to the light, examined it with care. “All’s well, Boss,” he said. “We’ll live a thousand years. Heart of oak.” He leaned over and looked again. “I see a journey,” he said. “A long journey. At the journey’s extreme edge a large house with many doors. It must be some city, Boss, or possibly the monastery where I’ll be the doorkeeper and will do the smuggling that we talked about.”

“Pour out some more for us to drink, Zorba, and stop prophesying. I’ll tell you what the house with many doors is—it’s the earth, full of graves. That’s the journey’s extreme edge. So, best of health, smuggler!”

“Best of health to you, Boss! Luck is blind as a bat, so they say. It doesn’t know where it’s going. It keeps stumbling, bumping into passers-by, and whomever it falls on we call lucky. To hell with that kind of luck. You and I don’t want it, Boss.”

“No, we don’t want it, Zorba! Shake a leg!”

Drinking, we picked the lamb to the bone. The world grew lighter; the sea was laughing, the earth swaying like a boat deck. Two seagulls strolling on the pebbles were conversing like humans.

I stood up. “Zorba,” I shouted, “come, teach me to dance!”

Zorba leaped to his feet, his face glowing. “Dance, Boss?” he asked. “Dance? Come!”

“Let’s go, Zorba. My life has changed. Shake a leg!”

“I’ll teach you the zeïbekiko first. It’s wild, just right for brave fighters. The Macedonian revolutionaries danced this one before going into battle.” He removed his shoes, tossed aside the dark-mauve socks, kept his shirt on at first but then, feeling suffocated, tossed that as well. “Watch my foot, Boss,” he commanded. “Pay attention!” He extended his foot, touched the ground lightly, extended the other foot, happily wove the steps together wildly on the reverberating earth.

Clasping me on the shoulder: “Come, my brave lad, now the two of us!” We threw ourselves into the dance. Zorba—serious, patient—kept tenderly correcting me. I gained courage as I felt my heavy feet grow wings.

“Hooray! What a whiz you are!” shouted Zorba as he clapped his hands to maintain the rhythm for me. “Hooray, my brave young man! To hell with papers and inkpots! To hell with goods and profits! Eh, my boy, now that Your Highness dances—learns my language—we’ve got so very much to tell each other!”

His bare feet swept over the pebbles as he clapped his hands. “Boss,” he shouted, “I have so many things to tell you. I never loved anyone as much as you. I have so many things to tell you but my tongue does not suffice. So I’ll dance them. Stay over there so I don’t step on you. Shake a leg! Hop! Hop!”

His hands and feet turned into wings as he leaped on high. Watching him charge upright above ground, I imagined that I was viewing against a backdrop of sky and sea an aged, archangelic rebel, a freedom fighter, because this dance of his was all provocation, obstinacy, revolt. You felt that he was calling, “Hey, Almighty, what can you do to me? Nothing, except kill me. So kill me—I don’t give a good goddamn if you do. I’ve voiced my frustrations, said what I wanted to say. I’ve been able to dance first, and I don’t need you any longer!”

As I watched Zorba dance, I sensed for the first time the demonic rebelliousness of human beings—their aspiration to overcome weight and materiality, the ancestral curse. Zorba’s endurance filled me with admiration, as did his agility and pride. His boisterous steps, together with their elaborate design, were engraving humanity’s satanic history in the sand.

Stopping, he gazed at the demolished aerial runway, pile after pile. The sun was declining, shadows lengthening. His eyes bulged; apparently all of a sudden he had remembered something. Turning to look at me, he covered his mouth with his palm, a customary gesture of his. “Oh my, oh my, Boss,” he said. “Did you see the sparks that shameless scalawag threw out?”

Both of us roared with laughter. Zorba threw himself on me, embraced me, started to kiss me. “You are laughing, you?” he shouted at me, tenderly. “Is Your Highness really laughing? Hooray for my fine young stalwart!”

We both squealed with laughter and wrestled on the pebbles for quite some time. Then, both abruptly collapsing to the ground, we stretched out on the seashore’s shingle and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

* * *

Getting up at the sweet break of dawn, I started to walk quickly along the shore toward the village. My heart had taken wing. Rarely in my life had I experienced so much joy. No, it was not joy; it was exultation—sublime, absurd, unjustifiable exultation, not simply unjustifiable but contrary to every form of justification. I had lost all my money—lost workers, the aerial runway, transport carts, the small harbor we had constructed for transportation. Now we had nothing to transport; everything was gone. Yet precisely now I felt an unexpected deliverance. It was as though I had discovered freedom frolicking inside a tiny corner of necessity’s hard, sullen cranium and I was frolicking along with it. When everything goes wrong for us, what a joy it is to test our soul’s endurance and value. It seems that an invisible, omnipotent enemy—called God by some, Satan by others—pounces to throw us down. Yet we stand erect. Thus whenever we are internally victorious, even though we are utterly defeated outwardly, the true human being feels indescribable pride and joy. The outer misfortune is transformed into the highest, most obdurate form of bliss.

One evening Zorba had said to me, “On a snow-covered Macedonian mountain, a frightening wind arose one night that was shaking the small cabin I had slipped into. The wind was trying to knock the cabin down on me. But I had braced it well. I was alone, sitting in front of the lighted hearth and laughing as I jeered at the wind, shouting at it, ‘You won’t make it into my cabin; I won’t open the door for you; you won’t blow out the fire; you won’t knock me down!’ ”

These words of Zorba’s had enabled my soul to grow strong. I understood how human beings should behave, how they should address necessity.

Walking rapidly along the seashore, I, too, was speaking to the invisible foe: “You won’t make it into my soul!” I shouted. “I won’t open the door for you; you won’t blow out my fire; you won’t knock me down!”

The sun still had not peeped out over the mountaintop; at the horizon line, blue, green, rose, and mother-of-pearl colors were flitting about; small songbirds awakened and chirped in the olive trees yonder.

I was going along the seafront in order to say good-bye to this deserted beach, to mark it in my mind so as to take it with me when I left. I had much enjoyed this beach. My life with Zorba had broadened my heart; various words of his had calmed my mind, given me an extremely simple solution to my most complicated internal concerns. With his infallible instinct and his primordial, sharp-sighted eagle eye, this man took dependable shortcuts to reach the peak of effort—namely, effortlessness—to reach it simply, without great effort.

A group of friends passed by, men and women with baskets full of appetizers and wine bottles, going to the orchards to celebrate May Day. A girlish voice arose in song like a gushing fountain. A young girl, her breasts already developing, passed in front of me on the run, panting, and climbed onto a high stone to save herself from a pale, angry, black-bearded man who was chasing her.

“Get down, get down,” he kept yelling at her in a hoarse voice. But the girl, her cheeks burning, raised her arms, folded them on top of her head, and broke into song, slowly swaying her sweat-covered body:

Tell it to me with a joke, tell it to me with frills

Tell me you do not love, but to me that hardly kills.

“Come down, come down,” the black-beard yelled, his hoarse voice begging and threatening. Suddenly, with a jump, he grabbed her foot, clutching it tightly. The girl, who apparently expected this as a form of relief, burst into tears.

I went past them quickly; all these intense desires poisoned my heart. Into my mind came the corpulent, perfumed, senescent siren who, sated with food and kisses, caught cold one evening, whereupon the earth tore open and swallowed her. Bloated, she must have turned green by now, be cracked apart, her bodily juices discharging, maggots entering. I shook my head with horror. Earth sometimes becomes transparent, enabling us to discern the great factory owners, the maggots, laboring day and night in their earthen workshops below. Quickly, however, we avert our sight because human beings can endure everything except those minuscule white maggots.

At the village’s entrance I met the postman preparing to paste his trumpet to his lips. “A letter, Boss,” he called, handing me a blue envelope.

I jolted with joy as I recognized the delicate, thin script. Passing quickly through the village, I emerged at the olive grove and eagerly opened the letter. It was brief, hurried. I read it in one gulp:

We’ve reached the Georgian frontier, having escaped the Kurds. Everything is going well. I’m beginning to think that I know the meaning of happiness only now. I understand it only now because I am experiencing the age-old maxim from the Chrestomathy reader: “Happiness means doing one’s duty. The greater the difficulty in doing one’s duty, the greater the happiness.”

In a few days these persecuted Greek souls ready to die will be at Batum. Today I received a telegram: “The first steamships have appeared.”

These thousands of shrewd, clever, hardworking Greeks, their broadly haunched wives and their children will be quickly transplanted in Macedonia and Thrace. We are pouring new, brave blood into Greece’s veins.

“I’m somewhat tired, but who cares? We conquered, dear teacher. Hope to see you soon.”

Hiding the letter, I increased my pace. I, too, was happy. Continuing along, I took the uphill mountain path, crumbling between my fingers a prickly twig of flowering thyme. Midday was approaching; my all-black shadow congregated around my feet. A hawk swooped on high, its wings beating so fast that it appeared motionless. A partridge, hearing my footsteps, slipped out of the bushes and flew into the air with a whoosh of metallic sound.

I was in bliss. I would have sung to find relief if I had known how to sing; I croaked out nothing but inarticulate squeals. “What has happened to you?” I was mockingly asking myself. “Are you then such a patriot and never knew it? Do you love your friend to such a degree? Behave yourself! Aren’t you ashamed?” But no one answered. I continued uphill again with my inarticulate squeals. Bells now sounded. Black, brown, and gray goats gleamed on the boulders. A heavy billy was out in front, his indomitable neck unmoving. He filled the air with goat smell.

“Hey there, friend! Where headed? Who’re you hunting?” The goatherd had jumped up onto a boulder and was whistling with his fingers in his mouth, calling me.

“I’m busy,” I answered, continuing to clamber up.

“Wait a minute to drink some milk and cool off,” the goatherd shouted again, jumping from rock to rock in order to get nearer to me.

“I’m busy,” I repeated. It seemed that I did not wish to interrupt my joy by talking.

“You don’t accept,” said the goatherd, annoyed. “Best wishes!” Placing his fingers in his mouth, he whistled to his flock and the whole lot disappeared behind the boulders.

A little while later I was arriving at the mountain’s summit. As though to reach this summit had been my journey’s purpose, I felt relieved. Stretching out in the shade beneath a boulder, I looked at the plain and sea in the distance, taking deep breaths of air perfumed with sage and thyme. Rising, I collected an armful of sage leaves and lay down again, using them as a pillow. Tired, I closed my eyes. For a moment my mind went far away to lofty snow-covered plateaus. I tried in my imagination to reassemble the flocks of humans and their oxen rushing northward with my friend out in front as their leader. Soon, however, my mind blurred and I was overcome by irresistible drowsiness.

I wanted to resist, to avoid falling asleep. I opened my eyes. A yellow-billed chough was perched across from me on a rock that sat precisely on the mountain’s summit. The bird’s blue-black feathers were flashing in the sunlight. I had a good view of its large yellow beak. Angry, feeling that this was a bad omen, I picked up a stone and threw it at the bird, which slowly, peacefully, spread its wings.

Closing my eyes again, unable to resist, I was all at once overcome by sleep, at lightning speed. I could not have slept more than a few instants when I cried out and jumped to my feet. The chough was still hovering above my head, about to leave. I sat down with my back against the rock, trembling. A dream—a descent of the Holy Ghost—had slashed sword-like through my mind. It appeared that I was in Athens walking up Ermou Street all alone. Lots of sunlight, the street deserted, shops closed, everything dead. Suddenly, just as I was passing the Kapnikarea Church, I glimpsed my friend running from Syntagma Square, pale and out of breath, following an extremely tall man who was going in front with gigantic strides. My friend was dressed in his full diplomatic uniform. Catching sight of me, he called out from the distance, huffing and puffing: “Eh, teacher, how goes it? I haven’t seen you for years. Come tonight and we’ll talk.” “Where?” I shouted loudly in my turn, as though he was very far away and I needed to exert all my strength to be heard. “Omonia Square, this evening at six o’clock. At the Fountain of Paradise.” “Fine,” I answered; “I’ll be there.” “That’s what you say,” came his voice with complaint. “That’s what you say, but you won’t come.” “I will come, without fail!” I shouted; “give me your hand.” “I’m in a hurry.” “Why are you hurrying? Give me your hand!” He extended his arm. Suddenly the entire arm separated from the shoulder and flew through the air to clasp my hand. Terrified by the icy contact, I cried aloud and flew out of my dream.

I saw the chough, still above my head, leaving now. My lips were dripping poison. Turning my head eastward, I pinned my eyes on the air as though wishing to pierce the distance and see. I was certain that my friend was in danger. I shouted his name three times: “Stavridakis! Stavridakis! Stavridakis!”

It was as though I wished to give him courage. But my voice dissipated in the air a few arm-lengths in front of me.

I took the path leading to the mountain’s foot, hurtling downhill in an effort to displace my misery by means of bodily fatigue. My mind battled in vain to scoff at the secret messages that sometimes manage to reach a person’s soul. A primordial certainty inside me, a totally vital certainty deeper than logic, filled me with dread. Various animals—sheep, mice—assuredly possess the same certainty before an earthquake occurs. Awakening inside me was a soul from a prehuman period when the soul still had not unglued itself definitively from soil and therefore possessed an immediate sense of truth without the distorting intervention of rationality. “He’s in danger! He’s in danger!” I kept murmuring. “He is going to die. He may not know this yet, but I know it for certain.”

Descending the mountain at a run, I tripped over a group of small stones and tumbled impetuously down with them. My hands and feet were covered with scratches and blood; my shirt was torn. “He is going to die, going to die,” I kept saying, my throat taut.

The human being, that poor unfortunate creature, has erected a high, impenetrable barrier around his soul, fortifying a small area in which he struggles to bring order and security to his patch of everyday corporeal and intellectual life. Everything within that area must follow existing roads and ordained routine, must obey simple, straightforward rules, therefore enabling us with some certainty to foresee what is destined to happen and how, with self-interest, we should behave. Within this area, which is fortified against mystery’s violent raids, small centipedal certainties are what govern. There is a single mortal enemy, much hated, that every sentient and nonsentient creature has been organized for thousands of years to repel—namely, the Great Certainty. It was this Great Certainty that had now overleaped the soul’s barrier and attacked me.

I caught my breath somewhat when I reached my seashore; it was as though I had attained the second fortified line of my own small area of defense and was able to rally. “All these things,” I thought, “are children of our own anxiety that in sleep acquire the brilliant uniform of symbolism. We are their creators. They do not set out from far away to find us; they are not messages reaching us from dark, omnipotent regions. They are transmissions that belong to us and lack any value apart from us. Our soul is the sender, not the receiver. We must not be afraid.”

I grew calm. Reason had once again restored order to my upside-down heart, which was so disordered by the somber message. It had clipped the wings of that weird bat over and over again, making it toe the line, transformed into a familiar mouse. I felt relieved.

When I finally arrived at the hut, I was smiling at my gullibility and feeling ashamed that my mind had grown confused so quickly. I had already returned to the sacrosanct path of routine. I was hungry, thirsty, exhausted, and the scratches made by the small stones were stinging me. What I felt above all, however, was spiritual relief. The terrible enemy that had overleaped my soul’s barrier had been halted at my soul’s second fortified line.


XXVI

Everything was finished. Zorba had collected the cable, tools, carts, hardware, and lumber, had piled them on the beach, and was waiting for a caïque to come so that he could load everything.

“I’m donating everything to you, Zorba—to you. May you gain huge profits!” Zorba constricted his throat as though trying to hold back a sob. “We’re parting,” he murmured. “Where are you off to, Boss?”

“Abroad. The goat inside me still has lots of paper to chew.”

“Haven’t you learned your lesson yet, Boss?”

“I have learned it, Zorba; many thanks. But I need to follow my own path. What you did with cherries, I’ll do with books. I’ll chew so much paper that I’ll become nauseous, will throw up, and be saved.”

“And what will become of me without your friendship, Boss?”

“Don’t be sad, Zorba. We’ll join forces again and, who knows (humans do have great strength, after all), we’ll put our splendid plan into action, build a monastery the way we want it, with neither God nor Devil, with free human beings, and you, Zorba, will be like Saint Peter sitting at the threshold holding the keys, to open and close the door.”

Seated on the ground without saying anything, his back leaning against the hut, Zorba kept drinking—filling his glass and refilling it.

Night had fallen. We had finished eating and were now engaged in our final conversation while sipping wine. Tomorrow, since I would be leaving for Iraklio, we would separate.

“Yes, yes,” said Zorba finally, rubbing his mustache and drinking without further food.

The summer sky above us was filled with stars flinging sparks into the night. Internally, our hearts wanted to groan, but they remained quiet.

I was thinking: “Bid him farewell forever. Observe him well, for you will never set eyes again on Zorba.” Although on the verge of embracing his aged bosom and beginning to weep, I was ashamed to do so. In order to hide my emotion, I pretended to laugh, but could not. I was all choked up. I watched Zorba as he raised his skinny, bony neck and drank in silence. I kept observing him, thinking to what a degree this life of ours is truly so extraordinarily mysterious, how people join and separate like autumn leaves chased by a windy downpour, how we labor in vain to enable our glance to cling to the face, body, and gestures of the people we love, whereas in a few years we fail to remember any longer even whether their eyes were blue or black. “Hard brass,” I yelled to myself. “That’s what the human soul should be: steel, not gusts of wind.”

Zorba, his large head erect and motionless, continued to drink. You felt that he was listening intently in the night to some footsteps either approaching or retreating, neither of which could be heard except in one’s innards.

“What are you thinking about, Zorba?”

“What am I thinking about, Boss? Nothing. Nothing, I tell you! I’m not thinking about anything.” Soon afterward, refilling his glass: “To your health, Boss!”

We clinked our glasses. Both of us comprehended that so much distress could not last much longer. We needed to break out weeping or to start dancing and get dead drunk.

“Play, Zorba,” I suggested.

“The santouri needs a good mood. Haven’t we said that, Boss? I’ll play a month from now, or two months from now, or two years—who knows? Then I’ll sing about how two people separate forever.”

“Forever!” I wailed, terrified. I had been pronouncing that frightening, incurable word to myself, lacking the courage to hear it out loud—thus my terror.

“Forever!” Zorba repeated, swallowing his saliva with difficulty. “Forever! The things you tell me, that we’ll join forces again, build a monastery—all those are consolations for a moribund on his deathbed waiting to give up the ghost. I refuse to accept them, don’t want them! What? Are we women, to want consolations? We men don’t want them. Yes, separation is forever!”

“I might stay,” I said, frightened by Zorba’s savage tenderness. “I might come with you. I’m free.”

“No, you are not free,” he said. “The string to which you are tied is a little longer than other people’s string. That’s all. Your Highness has a long cord, you come and go, think that you are free, but you do not cut the cord, and if you do not cut it—”

“I will cut it some day,” I said doggedly, because Zorba’s words had touched an open wound inside me and I was in pain.

“That’s difficult, Boss, very difficult. What’s needed in this instance is folly. Do you hear? Folly! You need to go the whole hog. But you’ve got intelligence, and that will eat you up. Intelligence is a grocer. It keeps accounts, writes ‘I gave this amount, got that amount, this amount the loss, that amount the gain.’ Intelligence is a good manager, you know, never putting everything on the line, always holding something back. It doesn’t break the string, oh no! That louse holds it tightly in its hands; if the string slips away, intelligence is finished, done for, the bum! But tell me, for as long as it fails to break the string, what solid basis does life have? Chamomile, diluted chamomile. What’s needed to turn the world upside down is rum!”

He fell silent, began to pour another glass, but changed his mind. “Please forgive me, Boss. I’m only a peasant. Words stick in my teeth just like mud sticks on the feet. I’m unable to spin words and create something affable. I just can’t do it. But you understand.”

Emptying his glass, he looked at me. “But you understand!” he shouted, as though overcome by sudden rage. “You understand, and that’s what will eat you up! If you did not understand, you would be happy. What do you lack? You’re young, you have money, intelligence, you’re healthy, a fine person—you lack nothing. Nothing, blast it! Just one thing, as we said: folly. And when that’s missing, Boss—”

He shook his head and fell silent again.

I avoided weeping by a hair’s breadth. What Zorba said was correct. When I was a child I felt immense urges, prehuman yearnings. I used to sit all by myself and sigh because the world was too small for me. Afterward, little by little, with time, I mended my ways. I established boundaries, separated the possible from the impossible, the human from the divine, clutched my kite tightly to keep it from flying away.

A large star cut across the sky and vanished. Jumping up, Zorba stared at it wide-eyed and frightened, as though viewing a shooting star for the first time.

“Did you see that star?” he asked me.

“Yes.”

Neither of us spoke further until Zorba suddenly stretched out high his thin, bony neck, expanded his chest, and let loose a wild, despairing cry. All at once the terrible cry turned into the Turkish words of an old tune with a single melodic line full of passion, sorrow, and desolation, rising out of Zorba’s viscera. The earth’s heart split in two, releasing its oh-so-sweet Anatolian gall and withering all the internal threads that kept me tied to virtue and hope:

iki keklik bir tepede ötüyor

ötme de, keklik, benim derdim yetiyor

aman! aman!

Desolation. Boundless fine sand. Air quivering blue, rose-pink, yellow. Your head unhinged; your soul rejoicing that no voice responds to its own frantic cry. Desolation. Desolation. Suddenly my eyes fill with tears:

Two partridges cheeping on a hillside

do not cheep, partridge; my own problems are sufficient

aman! aman!

Zorba fell silent. With an abrupt sweep of his finger he sponged the sweat off his brow and flicked it to the ground. Leaning forward, he stared at the sand.

“What song is that, Zorba?” I asked after a long interval.

“The camel drivers’. They sing it in the desert. I haven’t remembered and sung it for years. And now—” His voice was dry, his throat constricted. “Boss,” he said, “it’s time for you to go to sleep. Tomorrow you’ll get up at dawn to go to Iraklio to catch the boat. Good night!”

“I’m not sleepy,” I replied. “I’ll stay up. This is the last night we’re spending together.”

“But that’s precisely why we need to end it quickly, you see,” Zorba shouted, turning over his empty glass as a signal that he wanted no more to drink, “to end it quickly just like every real man—every palikari—cuts cigarettes, drinking, gambling. My father, I want you to know, was a palikari-plus. Don’t look at me; I’m just a tiny side-bud at the root of his big tree; I couldn’t hold a candle to him. He was one of those ancient Greeks you hear about. When you and he shook hands, he broke your bones. I can sometimes speak decently like a human being, but my father growled, whinnied, sang; straightforwardly human speech seldom left his mouth. Well, he had all the obsessions, but he cut them all with a sword stroke. He smoked like a ship’s funnel—a chain smoker. One morning he got up, went out to the field to plow, arrived, leaned against the fence and, addict that he was, eagerly pushed his hand behind his belt to fetch the tobacco pouch so that he could roll a cigarette before beginning work. He pulls out the pouch. Empty. Not a speck. He had forgotten to fill it at home. He foams at the mouth owing to his frustration, growls and, like a shot, begins to run with a bound back toward the village. His obsession, you see, had conquered him. Suddenly, however, while he was running (people are a mystery, I tell you) he stopped, felt ashamed, took the tobacco pouch, ripped it into a thousand pieces with his teeth, and trampled them in a rage. ‘Sleazebag! Sleazebag!’ he growled. ‘Dirty whore!’ From that moment on, for the rest of his life, he didn’t put a single cigarette in his mouth. That’s how a palikari behaves, Boss. Good night!”

He rose, strode quickly over the pebbles, did not even look back. When he reached the edge of the sea’s surf, I lost him in the darkness.

I did not see him again. The muleteer came before cockcrow. I mounted and left. Perhaps I’m mistaken, but I suspect that Zorba was somewhere hidden that morning watching me; nevertheless, he did not rush forward so that we could pronounce the customary words of separation, become watery-eyed, wave our hands and handkerchiefs, and exchange vows. The separation was made with a single stroke of the sword.

In Iraklio I received a telegram. I took it, looked at it for a long time, my hand trembling. I knew for certain what it said, saw with terrifying assurance the number of words it contained, the number of letters.

I was overcome with the desire to tear it up. Why should I read it, since I knew? Alas, we still do not have faith in our souls. The mind, that two-bit merchant, that paltry haberdasher, sneers at the soul just as we sneer at aged female exorcists and witches. I opened the telegram. It was from Tiflis. The letters danced for a moment before my eyes and I could not discern anything. But little by little the letters came to rest. I read: “Yesterday afternoon, after a lightning-fast attack of pneumonia, Stavridakis died.”

* * *

Five years passed, five long, terrible years during which geographical boundaries joined the dance, time accelerated, nations expanded and contracted like accordions. Zorba and I disappeared for a period in the squall. Famines and horrors intervened. I received a brief postcard from him every so often during the first three years, occasionally from the Holy Mountain. On a card illustrating the Panaghia Portaïtissa with her large sorrowful eyes and firm, volitional chin, he wrote to me with his thick, heavy pen that tore regular paper, “Can’t do any business here, Boss. The monks here are too damn smart, they fit horseshoes on fleas! I’m leaving.” A few days later on another card: “Can’t tour the monasteries holding the parrot in my hand as though I’m selling lottery tickets. So I gave it away to a monk who’s a devotee: he’s got a blackbird that chants the “Lord, I have cried unto you” like a sweet-voiced cantor—the scamp! Sends you out of your mind! So he’s also going to teach our poor parrot to chant! All that lousy reprobate has seen in its life, and now—Hey, parrot, you’ve become a priest! That’s what damnation brings you. Friendly hugs and kisses, Father Alexios, all-alone-monk.”

Six or seven months went by. Then I receive a postcard from Romania depicting a fat woman topless! “I’m still alive. I eat mamaliga, drink beer, work in petroleum, a regular oil-rat. But one finds bundles here of everything the heart desires. It’s a paradise for the elderly anathematized, like me. Get it, Boss? Pizzazz, tarts, God is holy. Friendly hugs and kisses, Alexis Zorbesko, oil-rat.”

Two years go by and one day I receive a new postcard, this time from Serbia: “I’m still alive. It’s devilishly cold here, so I had to get married. Turn over to see her little puss. First-class piece, eh? Her belly is a bit swollen because she’s already preparing a little Zorbadaki for me. I’m wearing the suit you gave me, and the engagement ring you see on my hand is poor Bouboulina’s, God bless her bones (everything is possible!)! This one is named Lyuba. The overcoat with the fox-fur collar is my wife’s dowry. She also gave me a sow with seven piglets, a strange clan, and two children from her first husband. She’s a widow, you see. I found magnesite in a mountain near here, got mixed up again with a certain capitalist, am flourishing like a pasha. Friendly hugs and kisses, Alexis Zorbić, former widower.”

On the front of the card was the photograph of a well-nourished Zorba dressed to kill in his fur cap, his long overcoat of the latest fashion, and his dandy’s walking stick. Leaning on his arm: a delicious Slav flirt about twenty-five years old, a double-rumped untamed filly sporting high boots and ample bosom. Beneath, in Zorba’s letters as though rendered by an adze: “Me, Zorba, and the everlasting business: females. This time her name is Lyuba.”

I had been traveling in Europe all those years. I, too, was engaged in my everlasting business, but mine had no ample bosom, no overcoat to give me, no piglets. One day in Berlin I received the telegram I mentioned in my prologue: “FOUND MOST BEAUTIFUL GREEN STONE. COME IMMEDIATELY. ZORBA.” As I wrote in the prologue, I lacked the courage to abandon everything and, in my turn, to do a gallant irrational deed for once in my life. I received the short letter from him that I copied out earlier, the letter in which Zorba considered me, justifiably, a lost soul, a pen pusher.

He never wrote me after that. Terrible worldwide events came between us once again. The world continued to stagger as though wounded, intoxicated, setting individual loves and concerns aside.

Often, however, in talking to friends, I would revive the great soul lying inside me. Together we admired the proud, assured stride that took this uneducated man beyond rationality. Thanks to just a few easily manipulated words, he attained intellectual pinnacles that the likes of the rest of us required much time and labor to reach. Thus we would declare, “Zorba is a great soul.” Or, assuming that he surpassed these pinnacles, we would declare, “Zorba is a madman.”

Time passed in this way, sweetly embittered by memories. But that other shadow as well, my friend’s, falling upon me during my time with Zorba on the Cretan beach, pressed down upon my spirit and would not let go—because I would not let go. Nevertheless, I never spoke to anyone about this other shadow. It constituted my hidden bridge to Hades, the secret dialogue I had begun with the opposite bank, accustoming me to making my peace with death. When my friend’s deceased soul crossed that bridge, I sensed that it was pallid, exhausted, unable to speak, lacking enough strength even to clasp my hand.

Sometimes I am distressed to think that perhaps my friend’s brief time on earth was insufficient for him to transubstantiate his entire body into soul in order to process that soul, fortifying it against being overcome by panic concerning death at the crucial moment and therefore dissipating into thin air. I kept thinking that perhaps he was in danger of passing away because he was denied sufficient time to immortalize that part of his mortal system that was possible for him to immortalize. Yet out of the blue he did sometimes grow strong. He? Or was it I who suddenly remembered him with more ardent love? Youthful again and strong, he would come close enough for me to hear his steps on the staircase.

Not so long ago I had made a solitary trip to the snow-covered mountains of Engadine, where once my friend, I, and a woman we loved had spent marvelously elevated days and nights. I was lying in bed in the same hotel where we had then sojourned. I was asleep. The moon, trickling in through the open window, mountains, icicle-covered fir trees, and the dark-blue night entered my sleeping mind. I felt indescribable bliss in my sleep, as though slumber were a deep, calm, pellucid sea and I were lying at its bottom, happy, motionless, my bliss so great that a ship passing on the water’s surface, thousands of fathoms above me, would have engraved a line on my body.

Suddenly a shadow fell upon me. I understood who it was. His voice came full of complaint: “Are you asleep?”

I responded with equal complaint: “You’re late. I haven’t heard your voice for months. Where have you been traveling?”

“I am with you always, but you forget me. You keep desiring to leave me. I am not always strong enough to call. The moon is fine, snow-covered trees are fine, life in the world above is fine—but do not forget me.”

“You know that I never forget you. The first days after I left Greece for Western Europe I roamed craggy mountains, exhausted my body, could not sleep at night, and kept weeping—for you. I wrote poems to keep the anguish from suffocating me. But the poems were wretched; they did not remove any of my sorrow so that I could catch my breath. One of them begins:

As you walked next to death, I admired your size

and your lightness both ascending the abrupt rise

like twin comrades awaking at dawn to depart

In another poem, that, too, unfinished, I called upon you like this:

Keep a tight grip on your brakes, dear friend, lest they shatter!”

He smiled bitterly, bending his face over me. The sight of his pallor filled me with horror. Without speaking, he gazed at me for a long time out of his eye sockets. There were no eyes in them, just two small clumps of clay.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked. “Why don’t you speak?”

His voice came again—a deep, distant sigh: “Oh, how little remains of a soul unable to fit into the world! A few isolated, half-finished lines of verse by someone else, not even a full quatrain! I come and go on earth, prowl around loved ones, but everyone’s heart is closed. Where can I find an entrance? How can I come back to life? Like a dog, I circle my owner’s home, which is locked and bolted. Oh, if only I could live free without clinging like a drowning man to all of your warm, living bodies!” Tears ran from his eye sockets, turning the clay inside them to mud.

However, his voice soon grew firm. “The greatest pleasure you gave me,” he said, “was once in Zurich. Remember? You spoke about me on my name day. Remember? There was another soul with us.”

“I do remember,” I answered. “She was the one we called our ‘Lady.’ ”

We remained silent. How many centuries have passed since then! I had delivered my friend’s encomium as we three dear, loving companions sat around his name-day table, enclosed as we were in a warm room with snow falling outside.

“What are you thinking about, teacher?” the shadow asked with some irony.

“Many things. Everything.”

“As for me, I’m thinking of your final words. You raised your glass and said: ‘My dear “Lady,” when Stavridakis was a baby, his old grandfather held him on one of his knees and on the other placed a Cretan lyra and played manly tunes. Tonight let’s drink to his health. May fate grant, similarly, that he may sit on God’s knees forever.’ Dear teacher, God did not take long to hear your prayer.”

“That does not matter,” I said. “Love conquers death.”

He smiled bitterly but did not speak. I sensed his joints coming undone, his body searching in the darkness with dissolving sinews, turning into a sob, a sigh, a sneer.

The taste of death remained on my lips for many days. Yet my heart was unburdened; death had entered my life as a familiar, beloved person, like a friend who comes to fetch us and sits patiently in the corner until we complete our work. My mind grew calm, having understood death’s friendly meaning in this way. Death sometimes spills into our life like dizzying perfume. This happens especially when one is alone, there’s a moon, profound silence, and one’s body is freshly washed, buoyant, and asleep, offering the soul few impediments. At such times, the dividing wall between life and death becomes briefly transparent and one is able to see what happens beyond that wall, beneath the soil.

Here in my isolation during such a moment of relief, Zorba appeared in my sleep. I have no memory of how he was, what he said, or why he came. When I awoke, my heart was racing, ready to break. Suddenly, without my knowing why, my eyes filled with tears. At the same time I was overcome by an ardent desire—not a desire, a need—to reassemble the life the two of us had lived on the Cretan shore, to force my memory to recall all the scattered conversations, shouts, gestures, the laughter, the weeping, Zorba’s dances—to gather them all together in order to preserve them. This desire of mine was so ardent and sudden that I feared it to be a sign that on these very days, somewhere on earth, Zorba was enduring his death throes. I felt my soul so united with his that I considered it impossible for one of us to be dying without the other shaking and being forced to cry out.

I hesitated for a moment to concentrate all of Zorba’s traces in my memory and to formulate them in words. I was overcome by a childish fear, saying to myself, “If I do this, it will mean that Zorba is truly in danger. Let me resist the hand that is prodding my hand.”

I resisted for two days, three days, one week. Throwing myself into other writings, going on excursions, reading books, I attempted with such ploys to delude the invisible presence. Yet my entire mind was concentrated heavily, apprehensively, on Zorba.

One day I sat down on the flat roof of my home by Aegina’s seashore. It was midday, lots of sunshine, and across the way I viewed the charmingly naked loins of Salamis. Suddenly, without having this at all in mind, I took a piece of paper, lay down on the roof’s fiery flagstones and began to write this saint’s life of Zorba.

I wrote quickly, eagerly, impatiently reviving the past by attempting to remember and preserve Zorba in his entirety. It seemed that, if he disappeared, the fault would be entirely mine. I worked day and night to solidify his features to the core—the features of my “spiritual father.”

I worked like the witch doctors of savage tribes of Africa who make cave drawings of an ancestor they have viewed in a dream, striving to depict him as accurately as possible so that the soul will be able to recognize its body and reenter it.

The saint’s life was finished in a few weeks.

On the day it was finished I was sitting again on the flat roof looking out at the sea. It was early evening. I held the completed manuscript on my knees. What a job that was, what a relief, as though a weight pressing down on me had been lifted, as though I were a woman who had given birth and was now cradling the newborn in her arms! Then, with the sun finally setting, Soula, the small, chubby girl who brought me my mail from town, came up. She was barefooted, vivacious. Leaving a letter for me, she departed, running. I understood. I must have understood, because I did not jump to my feet and vent a cry, did not feel surprised. I was certain, certain that precisely at that moment, just as I was holding the completed manuscript on my knees and watching the setting sun, I would receive this letter.

I read it peacefully, without breaking into tears. It was from some village near Skopia in Serbia, written in German after a fashion. I translate it:

“I am the village schoolmaster and am writing you to announce the sad news that Alexis Zorba, who ran a magnesite mine here, died last Sunday at 6:00 p.m. Just before the end, he called me. ‘Come here, teacher,’ he said to me. ‘I have such-and-such a friend in Greece. When I die, write him that I died and that I was in sound mind until my last moment, my head really screwed on right, and I remembered him. And that whatever I did, I don’t regret anything. And tell him that I wish him well, and that it’s surely time now, at last, for him to put some sense in his head. And if some priest comes to confess me and have me receive communion, tell him to beat it and let me receive his curse. I did this, that, and other things in my life, but still not enough. People like me should live a thousand years. Good night!’ Those were his final words. Right away he sat up on his pillows, threw off the sheets, tried to jump to his feet. We ran to hold him—Lyuba, his wife, I, and a few strong-armed neighbors. But he shoved us aside, got out of bed, went as far as the window. There he caught hold of the sill, looked out toward the mountains with protruding eyes, and began to laugh and after that to whinny like a horse. As he stood erect like this, his fingernails digging into the windowsill, death found him. His wife, Lyuba, has instructed me to write that she greets you and that her late husband spoke regularly to her about your good nature, it seems, and that regarding a santouri that he had, he instructed that we hand it over to you at his death in order, it seems, that you may remember him. His widow therefore hopes that whenever you happen to visit our village you will come to her house to spend the night and in the morning, when you leave with our best wishes, you will also take with you the santouri.”
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JUST MUD, BLOOD, DESIRES, AND VISIONS

Nikos Kazantzakis and his Zorba

By Niki P. Stavrou

Anthony Quinn, the Mexican man whom everyone thought was Greek after he embodied the quintessential Zorba in the Academy Award–winning film Zorba the Greek, told this story to my father:

One night, in the late 1970s, as he was crossing the notorious at the time New York Central Park, he heard footsteps behind him, followed by the sudden thrust of a gun barrel against his back. “Don’t move!” an angry voice commanded. Quinn froze at first, but swiftly recovering from the initial shock, slowly began to turn his head to face the mugger. “Mr. Zorba! I’m so sorry!” muttered the mortified man and ran off. Anthony Quinn told the story in peals of laughter, adding that this was the crowning moment of his career.

Nikos Kazantzakis began writing Zorba on the island of Aegina in August 1941, during the Nazi occupation of Greece. It was a period of want, starvation, and despair. His beloved companion Eleni would take to the hills surrounding the house for edible greens and to the island’s prison for a plate of food from the prisoners’ rations. She writes in her biography of Nikos Kazantzakis: “The days were growing shorter, our supplies were diminishing. We stayed in bed to conserve strength. And on the darkest days of starvation, Nikos penned his most joyous work: Zorba the Greek!”I

For Kazantzakis, writing Zorba was deliverance. One might say he wrote it with his arms stretched wide open, surrendered to the open sea in front of their little stone beach house. In a letter to his friend Pantelis Prevelakis, dated August 22, 1941, Kazantzakis comments on his condition: “I cannot find work, no one will stage my plays, and my financial situation is absolutely critical. . . . I am working hard; a few days ago I began to write the Legend of Zorba; this has to be a fertile year; it is the only way to defeat despair. . . .”II He finished in only forty-five days and gave it its final form in August 1943. He writes once more to Prevelakis on August 10 of that year: “I work the verse until midday, and then I run to the sea and plunge in—this, I think, is the greatest pleasure of the day; the waters, as you know, are blue, green; so very clean. I eat—now that Eleni is here and food is a joy—I smoke a pipe, and return to work. Before the sun sets, I return to the sea, and at night I sit on the rooftop and gaze at the stars for hours. This is my day.”III

In this novel Kazantzakis portrays Zorba as a dancer, a reveler, a womanizer, a man of the earth. It is a smooth and effortless reading experience; however, from the heart of the story, a profound philosophical idea emanates.

The theory of vitalism, advocated by the French philosopher Henri Bergson, Kazantzakis’s professor who influenced his world-view during his postgraduate studies in Paris, introduces the notion of a self-sustained, self-generating life force, the élan vital, that drives evolution upward. His theory of creative evolution defines two forces struggling with one another: on the one side, the static inertia of matter, and on the other, the vital impulse of spirit to evolve, advance—permeating all matter, rendering the world “a machine for the making of gods.” In this pan-psychic universe every particle of energy contains a psyche and comprises “one immense army, galloping beside and before and behind each of us in an overwhelming charge able to beat down every resistance, and clear the most formidable obstacles, perhaps even death.”

And Kazantzakis’s Zorba is just that: the embodiment of the vitalistic philosophy, fortified and expressed through the strong-willed reclaiming of the pleasures of life (dancing, love, drinking) while proclaiming full dominance over his own mortality. An indication of Kazantzakis’s vitalist philosophical tendencies can be found in the Greek literary magazine Noumas of September 27, 1909, where he analyzes his forthcoming fictional trilogy to be composed in Paris while studying philosophy under Bergson. In the second part of his trilogy, titled “Life the Empress” (which he never completed) Kazantzakis presents a hero who cannot walk because he perpetually dances.

It may come as a surprise for some of the readers of this literary masterpiece that the fictional “Alexis Zorba” was based on a real person. Yorgis Zorba was born in the Katafygi (Refuge) of Olympus in 1865. He was the son of a rich cattle owner, Foti Zorba, and had two brothers, Yianni and Xenofonta, and a sister, Katerina. Yorgis Zorba and Nikos Kazantzakis first met in Chalkidiki, near Mount Athos, in 1914 and instantly became friends. From the fall of 1916 until August 1917, Kazantzakis and Zorba managed a lignite mine in Prastova of Mani. The venture was a complete failure, except that among its ruins Kazantzakis began to discern the fictional character of Alexis Zorba. Little did Yorgis know that he would eventually become the protagonist of one of the greatest novels of world literature, and his character would become an ecumenical figure that set a new literary archetype: the Lover of Life, the authentic, primordial, all-embracing Dancer, a man renowned for his robust exuberance, his vigor and vitality.

In his preface to Zorba the Greek Kazantzakis notes that the dancer Zorba gave “a virginal quality to the eternal mundane elements—air, sea, fire, woman, bread.” With this freshness of heart, he had “a bravery to mock his very own soul, as though he possessed in him a power superior than the soul.”IV

Albert Camus, the French existentialist, in The Myth of Sisyphus (1942) examines the torment of the mythical figure of Sisyphus, the man who had refused to die and was therefore punished by the Gods to an infinite and futile task: perpetually pushing a rock up a hill, never reaching the summit. Camus concludes his essay with “one must imagine Sisyphus happy” as it is not the success of reaching the summit that should be our ultimate purpose, for “the struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart.” But Kazantzakis takes this idea further; he proposes that even if Sisyphus succeeds in pushing the rock all the way to the top of the hill, he would then seek a higher hill, start a new ascent, for the ascent itself is the enlightenment. It is the pushing, the sweat, the struggle that transubstantiates flesh into spirit, darkness into light, mud, blood, desires, and visions into enlightenment. In a Kazantzakian paradigm, we can imagine Sisyphus after each failure stretching his arms wide on a beach, surrendering himself to a glorious, soul-lifting dance.

Madame Hortense was also based on a real person: a French woman by the name of Adeline Gutar. Born in Tulane, France, in 1863, Adeline first worked as a hat maker but lived until the end of her days in Crete, spending her last years as a hotelier—her hotel was appropriately named “France”—in Ierapetra. Father Manolis Tzovalakis, who served the Church of the Holy Cross in Ierapetra until 1982, noted that Hortense “lived until her last days as a saint and died as a saint, having performed thousands of kind deeds and helping her fellow people even with her meager means.” Hortense died in 1938 at the age of seventy-five. Father Manolis was the priest who was with her in her final moments and closed her eyes after having first anointed her forehead with holy myrrh. “Hortense” was the pseudonym of our tragic heroine, given to her by a former lover, after the hydrangea, a flower shaped like a heart. At the Municipal Hall of Ierapetra, one may still see the photograph of the “socialites” of the time, with Madame Hortense among them. The real Zorba never went to Crete; he and Madame Hortense never actually met. One may wonder how their story would have unfolded if they had.

Zorba is the single most translated and traveled hero of any Greek novel. From its first publication in its original Greek language in 1946 by the publishing house of Dimitrios Dimitrakos in Athens, to this new English translation in 2015 by Simon & Schuster, millions of readers have enjoyed him in more than fifty languages, and his classic dance, the syrtaki, has become the hallmark of blissful, spirited, and carefree moments.

The reception of his translated and published works in the United States was, for Nikos Kazantzakis, a publishing and intellectual milestone. In her biography Eleni N. Kazantzakis describes the fascinating encounter between the great publisher Max Lincoln Schuster and Nikos Kazantzakis in 1952: “We were preparing to go to Cannes to meet the American publisher Max Lincoln Schuster and his wife, when the postman brought us an English copy of ‘Zorba,’ the John Lehman edition (translated by Carl Wildman). With this book in hand, we made our appearance at the Carlton Hotel.

“Pardon me a moment! Mr. Schuster excused himself saying he forgot something in their room. It took him quite some time to come back down. When he did return, however, he was grinning from ear to ear. What had he been doing in his room the entire time? Reading the ‘Zorba’ that Nikos had given him. At the table he read loudly, instead of eating, and when he grew tired, he asked his wife to continue, all the while jotting down notes, sometimes in the margins of the book, sometimes in his notepad.

“While we stayed at their hotel, he asked me to speak to him of the ‘Last Temptation.’ That was it. From that day forward Kazantzakis’s novels were swiftly released in America, and the Schusters never again came to Europe without first stopping in Antibes to chat with their beloved author.

“I remember their second trip:

“—Max, take the ‘Odyssey’ in your arms! Rae would command with a smile. I can tell already that you will publish it! Let me take your picture then with your new love!”V Indeed, The Odyssey was published by Simon & SchusterVI and it became a bestseller.

Zorba was subsequently made into a motion picture by the Cypriot Michalis Kakoyannis, with music by Mikis Theodorakis, and won three Academy Awards. It was also adapted three times into a musical in the United States, as well as into a ballet by Lorca Massine, with music by Mikis Theodorakis. It is being staged in hundreds of theaters all over the world, influenced by the cultures and customs of each adoptive country.

In his autobiographical swan song Report to Greco, written one year before his death in 1957, (translated into English by Peter Bien and published by Simon & Schuster), Kazantzakis writes: “Zorba taught me to love life and have no fear of death. If it had been a question in my lifetime of choosing a spiritual guide, a guru as the Hindus say, a father as say the monks at Mount Athos, surely I would have chosen Zorba.” Kazantzakis did not have children of his own, but the writing of this book gave him the feeling that he was bearing a child. He writes on the second to last page of the novel: “The day the Legend of Zorba ended [the book], there I sat again, in the evening, on the rooftop, gazing at the sea; the ready manuscript on my knees. What a joyous release it was, as though a weight had been lifted from me; as a woman in labor, who was now holding her newborn in her arms. And then, the sun set, and Soula came up to the roof, a little girl who brings me my correspondence from town; plump, barefoot, full of life. She left a letter for me and ran away. I understood.”VII

The letter announced the death of Yorgis Zorba, who bade his last farewell to his beloved friend, Nikos, with these words: “Ah . . . Men like me should live a thousand years.” But a thousand years seem too little for this masterpiece. Yorgis Zorba died on September 16, 1941. Nikos Kazantzakis gave him the gift of immortality, carving the name ZORBA with luminous letters upon the spiritual firmament of the world.VIII
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NIKOS KAZANTZAKIS has been acclaimed by Albert Schweitzer, Thomas Mann, and critics and scholars in Europe and America as one of the most eminent and versatile writers of our time. He was born in Crete in 1883 and studied at the University of Athens, where he received his Doctor of Laws degree. Later he studied in Paris under the philosopher Henri Bergson, and later traveled extensively through Germany, Italy, and Russia. Before World War II he spent a great deal of his time on the island of Aegina, where he devoted himself to his philosophical and literary work. For a short while during 1945–1946 he was Greek Minister without Portfolio, and was the president of the Hellenic Literary Society. He spent most of the later years of his life in France. He died in Freiburg, Germany, in October 1957.

Twice nominated for the Nobel Prize in Literature, Kazantzakis was the author of several novels that continue to enjoy a wide and devoted readership around the world: Zorba the Greek, The Greek Passion, The Last Temptation of Christ, and Freedom and Death. He was also a dramatist, translator, poet, and travel writer. His crowning achievement, which he worked on over a period of twelve years, was The Odyssey: A Modern Sequel. In Kimon Friars’s magnificent verse translation, this modern epic was published in the United States in 1958 and was acclaimed by critics and reviewers in such superlatives as “a masterpiece,” “a stirring work of art,” “a monument of the age,” and “one of the outstanding literary events of our time.”
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