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			To my sister, who followed 
the creation of this work from the start, 
and remained my most persistent 
and perceptive critic.

		

		
			I follow the voice of the Unknown One that roars inside my head . . . hold fast the mountain pass that I’ve entrusted to you. I am His battleground, His comrade-in-arms. I will fight alongside Him as long as I have breath.

			Nikos Kazantzakis 

		

		
			Out in the wine-dark sea there lies a land

			called Crete, a rich and lovely land, washed by the

			waves on every side, densely peopled and boasting

			ninety cities . . . One of the ninety is a great city called

			Knossos, where King Minos, friend of mighty Zeus,

			ruled for many years.

			The Odyssey, xix

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter One

			1886

		

		
			Searing winds were rolling into Crete from the African furnace across the Lybian Sea. Dawn had long since heightened into morning and the rooftops and minarets of Megalo Kastro1 shimmered under the blazing light.

			In her courtyard near the foothills of the Idaian mountains, Marghi was drawing water. She stood at the well beneath the shade of the vine arbor, lowering and raising the bucket slowly, taking pleasure in the chill sensation of the water splashing on her skin. It was early, but already earth and air were crackling under the blue-white heat. The wimple covering her head was pulled low over her forehead to shade her face, ending short at the back where tendrils from a thick dark braid clung damply against her neck. Her skin had the rich coloring of the women of her race, and her eyes, too, were the eyes of the Greek woman, velvety and black. They were resting, as she worked, on the snow-capped peak of Psiloritis,2 her slight body moving rhythmically with the lowering and raising of the bucket. She drew comfort from the morning quiet in her garden, gazing at the distant coolness of the mountain she had known all her life—through all the wars and turbulence that were the Cretan’s lot . . . through all the centuries of insurrections and upheavals that could upturn a Cretan’s world overnight, the mountain always stood, eternal and unchanging. It was as old as Crete herself, having birthed and sheltered a mighty god when the world was newly born.

			A spicy fragrance hung over the courtyard where jasmine and acacia were baking in the strip of earth that ended at the barn where Mihalis kept his horse, a sleek white Arabian mare that was the envy of the neighborhood. In the center of the courtyard stood a sprawling cherry tree, heavy with fruit. Beneath it, a scattering of thyme and basil zigzagged along a cobblestone path leading to the house where a small boy was emerging rubbing the sleep from his eyes. At sight of the boy, a quiet sigh escaped the woman, and pausing to give a bit of water to the garden herbs along the path, she hurried to the child and together they disappeared inside.

			The house had once belonged to a wealthy Moslem, a remnant of the Turkish gentry who used to occupy the neighborhood—a proud two stories high, the century-old stone structure still bore the markings of its Anatolian nobility. Near the entry, a row of ancient earthen storage vessels lined the wall, huge amphorae like those found at nearby Knossos that reached almost to Marghi’s shoulders. A glance at the hearth where a pot had been left to simmer brought a frown to her lips, and flinging off her wimple, she grasped the poker and deftly coaxed the dying embers until sparks began to crackle and the blaze revived. Young Nikos, who was never far from his mother’s side, stared at the mesmerizing flames . . . his eyes were of a curious roundness, dark and intense like his father’s.

			In the strengthening glow, the room’s sparse furnishings came into view. A heavy table, flanked on either end by two straight-backed chairs, was against a wall beneath a window looking out into the courtyard. Across the room, a staircase was barely visible leading to the sleeping rooms on the upper floor. Sharing a common wall with the staircase was a tall cupboard that reached almost to the beams of the ceiling. On the floor beside it was a curious green box all studded with round brass nails and secured with an enormous lock like an ancient treasure chest. In the recess at the far corner of the kitchen was a tiny crib where an infant was beginning to stir.

			Keeping an eye on the crib, Marghi hurried to the cupboard and took out plates and a pitcher of wine which she brought to the table. A gust of wind had caught the filmy curtain over the window and was billowing it into the room like a frothy white sail. Setting the plates down, she went back to the cupboard and brought out a thick wedge of cheese that suffused every corner of the room with a pungent aroma.

			She worked quickly, pausing at the window now and then to squint at the sky. From the position of the sun, Mihalis would be home soon. She could predict almost to the minute the sound of his stride in the courtyard. Mihalis was not given to loitering. The short walk home from his shop in the business district would be direct. A taciturn man, with the giant frame and dark forbidding features of the Kazantzakis lineage, he disdained socializing. Harsh and proud, this clan of her husband had no equal in obstinacy. They claimed roots in the village of Barbari as far back as thirty generations, back to the time when Nikephoros Phokas3 liberated the island from the Arabs.

			The pot was bubbling hard now over the flame, setting the lid to rattling. The infant, too, was complaining loudly from the crib across the room. With an eye on Nikos still mesmerized at the hearth, Marghi hurried to the crib and picked up the child. Her heart ached for this little one. Mihalis never looked at it—for a man like Mihalis, a female child was offensive . . . a waste of good sperm. His only paternal acknowledgment—the dutiful recording of her birth in the family bible directly below that of his son Nikolaos:

			Anastasia, born October 6, 1884

			Marghi had long ago despaired of sharing with Mihalis anything but the tersest conversations. He rarely spoke at home, and when he did, he said only what sufficed to communicate his needs. When they were newly married she remembered a moment or two of tenderness from him, but mostly he kept a hard shell about him that did not allow for tenderness. Whatever it was that passed for sentiment in Mihalis’ guarded Cretan heart was reserved for his mare—his mare and his small son Nikos upon whom he placed his future hopes for Crete.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Two

			Nikos

		

		
			Nikos’ world was a garden with the sun, moon and wind for his toys. It was a world of red and yellow birds, of heady scents, plants, and flowers, and a sprawling cherry tree filled with crimson berries. Each morning when the sun would beam its rays through his window and waken him, he would climb out of bed and hurry to the garden to greet the day’s surprise. There, all the Divine Creator’s gifts awaited him—birds, trees, insects, stones, colors, wind—playmates, all.

			Each morning he would race out to the sprawling tree and gather up the cherries that it dropped there for him during the night. He had a small stool which he kept beneath the tree, and a little pail which he filled with water from the well, and settling under the tree where he could keep an eye on the house, would begin his fanciful game—one by one he would drop a cherry into the pail . . . watch it grow big in the water . . . then pop it into his mouth, all swollen and fat as he imagined it. Despite the inventive game at hand his eye never left the house where every morning his father emerged in his tall black boots and shattered the garden’s stillness. He would watch him come forth from the house, his round intense eyes almost pushing the somber figure toward the gate, and shrinking back under the tree, well hidden from view, would wait until the click at the gate signaled his father was gone.

			He loved the hours alone with his mother and waited impatiently every morning for his father to leave so they could be left in peace to go about their day free of his onerous presence. Together they would water the pots of basil, tend the little garden, and gather the greens for their dinner. He loved to sit at his mother’s feet while she peeled and cleaned the vegetables and dropped them in the bowl that he held in his lap for her. They would talk and she would tell him stories about the Nereids who lived down by the river.

			When their work in the garden was finished they would go inside and he would follow her about the house as she made the beds and tidied their rooms. Infinitely curious, he would follow along with a steady stream of questions and she would explain this thing or that to him . . . and he would beg her to tell him again about the Nereids, and how they came out at night to dance by the river in the moonlight. He would listen, and imagine that his mother was a Nereid, and that his father saw her dancing by the river one moonlit night and carried her away to be his wife. . . .

			And the hours would pass ever so pleasantly until it was time for his father to come home for his dinner . . . and the sound of his stride in the courtyard would send him hurrying to his room to hide and wait for his father to leave again.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Three

			Mihalis

		

		
			Noon was bearing down on the commercial district of Nikeforou square where Mihalis kept his market. Nuribey, in the tiny yogurt shop across the street was scooping up a last cup of yogurt for a customer and eyeing the crowds hurrying by. Mihalis, he noted, had already closed his place. The yogurt-maker watched him cross the street, stride past the pair of cask-laden mules outside his window, and disappear with the crowd of clerks and merchants heading homeward to their midday meal.

			The square had been teeming with life since early morning—peasants from the outlying villages were streaming in with their pack animals, hawking their wares in raucous voices and jostling with the omnipresent tax collectors come to collect their due. All the accoutrements of daily survival were hauled in from the country on these animals . . . oil, wine, kindling wood . . . and a portion of everything the vendors brought in went to the tax collector—an armful of kindling branches for every load of tinder; twenty farthings for every load of clay or limestone; a share in kind for every load of wood.

			Mihalis had turned off Kalokerinou Street and was heading toward the harbor where a rush of brackish wind funneling through the alley set his nostrils dilating and his ears ringing with the clanging din of ships. He hurried past the dockhands hauling cargo along the water-front, past the shouting stevedores, past the overheated stench of oil, tar, rotting fruit, and fish. At the far end of the peer a beehive of sailors had disembarked and were making their boisterous way past the stacks of freight where a black-robed priest was intoning a prayer of safe passage over a shipment of wine casks, lifting his arm in a seemingly pantomime blessing, his voice carried away by the clamor and wind. The sailors, bent on their day’s amusement, marched past the wine crates and were turning inland when Mihalis, approaching with his rapid stride, caught sight of them. As they jostled by, not far behind them was the priest hurrying home to his day’s respite. From the momentum of his flying cassock he was bearing down in Mihalis’ direction with great speed.

			The devil himself, Mihalis muttered, looking about for an alley.

			The cleric, too, startled at the sudden visage of Mihalis coming toward him, was upon the other before either could retreat . . . a stride . . . two . . . and the flustered priest was gathering his robes about his holy person and proffering a Christian “Good day.”

			Swallowing a blasphemous oath, Mihalis side-stepped the sacrosanct robes and nodded a curt acknowledgment.

			Up ahead shafts of sunlight were targeting the Venetian tower at the harbor’s entrance where the massive fortress overlooked the sea. Every day on his way home, Mihalis passed the harbor, and every day he sadistically, almost ghoulishly fastened his gaze on the dungeon at the base of the citadel, feeding his eyes on gory images of martyred countrymen enduring unspeakable tortures at the hands of their captors. His soul, thus nourished by its daily injection of horror and humiliation, remained ever hard and vigilant against that holy day when they would wrest their country free of her unholy bondage.

			Out on the moat that connected the fortress to the shore he could see the limping figure of Kapetan Elias. The old warrior had spotted him and was hobbling toward the pier on his one-legged crutch. Mihalis knew the mettle of the man—a patriot Klepht1 from Khania, but he was old now, and gone soft. His father had been a Klepht before him—“the Turk-eater,” they called him . . . still killing Turks when he was Elias’s age. A warrior, to be sure, but Elias was no equal to his father. “Not all of us are giants like the Klephts of old,” he would sigh when they would mention his father . . . yes, the old man had gone soft.

			Mihalis let his gaze drift past him, past the moat where restive waves were pounding foam against the bastion . . . past the boats and distant steamers on the open sea. His gaze swept beyond the waters to the opposite shore where brother Greeks were breathing the heady air of freedom. Bleeding, and spent, the motherland’s struggle for independence was finally won. When that small band of Klephts from Mani raised the banner of revolt, and marched on the Turks in Tripoli, they fanned a flame that leapt from village to village and island to island until all Greekdom caught fire and burned with the unquenchable blaze of liberty. His blood warmed at the thought of those brigand patriots staked out in the gorges and caves of the savage mountains . . . those fierce Klephts who struck fear in the Turk and stiffened the spine of the wavering Greeks with their battle cry Freedom Or Death! “Without giants, my friend,” he muttered, his eyes fastened on the distant shore . . . then turning abruptly before old Elias could approach, he headed home.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Four

			Educating Nikos

		

		
			It was on Nikos’ fifth birthday that Mihalis began giving serious thought to this matter of his son’s education . . . not the reading and writing kind of education—that would come in due time. What Kapetan Mihalis had in mind for Nikos was the tutoring of his soul. There was no shortage of fool teachers in Crete to teach the boy the ABCs. But the serious teaching, the serious and holy obligation of initiating his son into Cretan history, Mihalis was determined to entrust to no one but himself.

			And so began a series of excursions. At first, the tutoring centered around the city, riding up and down the bastions, with Mihalis pointing out to Nikos how the walls encircling Megalo Kastro were meant to keep the Cretans captive. He took him to the four great gates that locked the Cretans in at night . . . and to the huge stone fortress at the harbor—the giant fortress with the stone gray walls and the tomblike prison in its bowels where the Turks kept Cretan prisoners in chains.

			Sometimes Nikos would impart these bits of worldly knowledge to Anastasia, who followed him adoringly as he went about his myriad inventive games in their sunny high-walled garden, but mostly he kept the adventures with his father to himself, to think about and ponder in solitude.

			One morning, his father took him to a mountain to see some black charred caves where the Klephts lived. Nikos had never seen a Klepht, but he was not without some vague awareness of their existence—a word dropped here and there, a sigh or a shudder from his mother at the mention of their name, and the reality of some mysterious brotherhood had impressed itself on his consciousness. He knew some fearsome men existed outside his courtyard walls where some dangerous struggle was being fought for Eleutheria.1

			Eleutheria was a word his father uttered with great passion on the rare occasions when he spoke, and always in the same breath with Klephts. His child’s mind had already grasped the reality of two warring forces out there beyond his garden walls—Christian and Turk. Christian was good, Turk was bad. It all had to do with Eleutheria. His father kept a picture of her on the mantel wall, up there with the icons of the Virgin and Saint Minas. She had enormous wings that someone had clipped. There were pictures, too, of the Klephts . . . dark, fierce men with knives and pistols, who were in some savage struggle to get her back. And once he took him up a rocky gorge to a place called Arkadhi,2 to show him the remains of a monastery—a bleak, charred remnant where Cretans, entire families like his own, his father told him, had blown themselves up to keep from surrendering their country and their faith to the treacherous Turks. Nikos listened and wondered at this illusive mystery that exacted such a gruesome price, and began to grasp in some vague way that Crete, Klephts, and Saints were ranked right up there in importance with white-winged Eleutheria.

			One hot afternoon in August, not long after their visit to Arkadhi, Mihalis came home from his shop and announced to his wife that it was time for the vintaging—that they would be leaving for the vineyards the next day. Nikos, still fresh with the memory of charred villages where people blew themselves up, listened warily. “What was vintaging?” he asked as soon as his father was out the door. “The grapes in the fields were ripe, and they would have to go out and pick them,” his mother said, and sent him out to play while she prepared for the journey.

			The next morning, well before the sun was up, Mihalis had loaded the mule and was leading his family through the empty streets of Megalo Kastro. Nikos, half asleep, was riding on the pack animal with his sister, Anastasia. Their mother followed alongside, carrying the infant Eleni in her arms. She had covered the new-born from head to foot, as though to shield the tiny form from her husband who could barely look at it without his countenance turning black. The night the child was born, Mihalis had recorded the birth in the family bible, and stalked from the house to drown his disappointment in raki. When he returned, he never spoke of the birth, but his accusing look never let his wife forget that she had shamed his name, squandering his seed on yet another female. She held the sleeping infant to her breast and felt her anger welling up anew as she followed her husband down the deserted alleys leading them to that wretched Porta tou Lazarou that reeked of filth.

			Of the four great gates that connected Megalo Kastro, the Porta tou Lazarou, as they used to call it, was the most horrendous. In earlier times it had been a gathering place for the lepers who were confined outside the city limits and still bore the odious smell that had given the dreaded passage its name. It was the largest of the city’s gates, with a deep vault-like tunnel of the same thickness which made up the ramparts. No sunlight ever penetrated the dank interior, but worse than the awful darkness was the sickening stench from the droppings of the hundreds of animals that lumbered through it daily. In her mind, Marghi was certain the passage to hell was much like this Lazarou tunnel.

			As they drew near, she held a corner of the child’s blanket over her nose and railed silently at her husband. She knew why they had come at this ungodly hour . . . why they were standing at the vile gate before the sun was up, waiting like humble supplicants to be allowed through. It was Mihalis’ way of holding up the ugliness of their captivity before them—nay, not before them, before the boy . . . the first-born upon whom he pinned his future hopes for Crete . . . let the boy see . . . she could read his thoughts . . . let him see, and learn. She lowered her eyes and threw a covert glance at her husband and at the Turkish soldiers who were standing watch on either side, and felt a perverse twinge of satisfaction knowing how the proud Mihalis was smarting under their insolent gaze.

			Looking past him, she let her eyes rest on the mule and the child upon which he had heaped such hopes. The boy was watching a hint of rosy light that was showing promise behind snow-shrouded Psiloritis. She looked at the innocent child searching the sky with its promise of light, and her heart trembled for him.

			As the light strengthened and began to spill across the mountaintop, the trumpeter let out a piercing blast, and the giant gates were grindingly swung open. Sitting up to watch, Nikos felt his father’s arm tightening around him, and his sister squirming on the mule beside him as his father’s iron grip kept tightening and prodding the balking animal forward, past the giant gates . . . past the yawning mouth that was swallowing them into the terrifying darkness. Gasping at the vile stench, the children held their breath and clung with all their might to the mule as the beast lunged forward under their father’s ruthless prodding. Curses were resounding in the cavernous darkness as those on foot sloshed and stumbled through the sludge. In the tumult they could feel an invisible wall scraping against them, a clammy skin-crawling wall that the goaded animal kept bumping into as it lurched blindly in the dark, and they sat rigid on the mule barely breathing until a rush of air, fresh, sweet-smelling air signaled they were coming to the tunnel’s end.

			Out in the open, Mihalis set a rapid pace. He walked ahead, never slackening his stride until they came to a broad stretch of plain where the olive groves began. Here, Marghi waited with the children while Mihalis plunged in among the trees to inspect the olives.

			Watching him making the rounds among the trees, she could almost see that familiar look of reverence his eyes took on, as though he were on sacred ground. Reverence for the olive was intrinsic in the Cretan psyche, reaching back to a time in antiquity when Greeks believed it was a gift from the gods. For Mihalis, ancient history began with Crete, specifically with the infidels’ invasion of his land; for him, as for his father, and his father’s father before him, the olive was inseparable from the Cretan struggle, a boon from a harsh but benevolent Providence, meant to succor and sustain Crete through the martyrdom of her infernal history. Over the years, fire and the Turkish axe had taken its toll, but the stubborn trees refused to be vanquished . . . twisted and bent, they stood like hoary patriarchs, yielding the divine gift that the holy god of Crete had ordained.

			With their destination yet a long way off, they pressed on until they came upon the open fields where the wine grapes—a vast webbing of green, lavender and yellow hues, stretched out into the horizon. It was mid-morning when they spotted the lone olive tree that marked the trail leading into their property. The mule, recognizing the landmark, picked up its feet and with an eager dash toward the clearing that almost capsized the children, came to a braying halt.

			Setting the children down, Marghi threw an anxious look at the farmhouse standing intact at the clearing’s edge, and murmured a grateful prayer. The children, too, glad for the feel of solid earth beneath their feet lost no time stomping and racing in circles about the little clearing.

			Nikos, ever curious, had a cautious eye in the direction of his father who had disappeared inside the house and venturing as far as the open door he crept up close and peered inside. There was a hearth against a wall and a table beneath a window that held a dusty oil lamp. A straw-filled mat lay on the floor, rolled up against the hearth where his father had dropped a load of bedding. He watched the preparations for the night, and satisfied at the domestic turn this vintaging affair was taking, raced off to see what else awaited his inspection.

			Everything was hushed and still. A soft morning haze still lingered over the tranquil plain . . . even his father looked mellower as he went about unpacking the mule. He watched him for a while, then ventured as far as the olive tree at the edge of the clearing, and settling cross-legged under the tree sat pondering the vast plain. In the distance, he could see the vintagers arriving . . . small caravans of pack-animals and people turning off the road and heading for their vineyards. His father’s hired workers arrived, too, and spotting them, Mihalis hurried out to the fields to take charge. His mother followed with Anastasia and, scrambling to his feet, Nikos followed, too, eager to watch the grapes turn into raisins.

			Up ahead women were smoothing out threshing floors, flat tracts of earth covered with dung that had dried in the sun and were coating the floor with a thin cloth-like skin. At his father’s vineyards, the workers had begun cutting the grapes from the vines and spreading them out on the tracts. Coming up close, Nikos stood at the end of the field watching the women bobbing and weaving in the tangled rows, snipping away at the vines like huge white-crested birds pecking for food. Spotting his mother and sister, he let out an exuberant whoop and waded in after them.

			To calm him his mother gave him an armful of grapes and sent him to lay them on the tracts the women had prepared. Nikos hurried with his armload to the tract, and setting the clusters down, watched for the metamorphosis to begin. “Give them time,” his mother said, and handed him another armload. His sister, too, was given a small cluster and the pair set to work carrying their load to the dung-coated tracts where the sun would turn them into raisins. They set down the clusters methodically, careful to separate the stems so that the sun’s golden fingers would reach between the berries. With each new load their mother gave them the children set the clusters on the ground and squatted beside them waiting for the magic to begin. “Be patient,” their mother would murmur, and hand them another load.

			The sun rose higher in the sky and the plain began to steam, and Nikos’ eyes began to wander to the farmhouse. His arms felt sticky, and he was thirsty and hot. He looked down at his labors lying in plump tidy rows on the tracts. A broken stem had rolled off and lay apart from the others . . . he looked at the round shiny berries resting in gleaming perfection on the ground, and lifting his foot, stomped on them. He trampled and crushed them deep into the earth, and turning his back on the indolent heap, hied himself off to the house.

			In the weeks ahead Nikos learned how grapes became raisins. He learned about patience, about vintaging, about the vast fruit-bearing plain. Each morning he awakened at the first soft hint of light and when the flaming sunball cleared the mountaintop he raced out to the fields to watch its golden rays begin their work. Each night when darkness fell his father carried their bedding out to the lone olive tree and together they slept under the open sky with a million blinking stars watching over them.

			One afternoon, well after the sun had begun its downward plunge and the vintagers were resting in the shade, a horse and rider were spotted on the horizon, galloping toward them with breakneck speed. The children had wandered off to play and Marghi was sitting at her doorstep rocking Eleni in her arms. She was looking at the neighboring field where the children were absorbed in their games when her eyes caught sight of the galloping figure on the horizon. Sitting up, she watched uneasily. Disturbing rumors had been circulating of another insurrection up in Khania which was threatening to ignite all Crete. Mihalis didn’t talk about it but she knew it was what had brought them to the fields early to get the harvesting done before the trouble spread and another curfew kept them prisoners inside the city. She stood up and nervously watched the figure approaching—an ordinary worker would be coming on foot or on a mule. . . .

			Mihalis had caught sight of him, too, and was striding out to the road to meet him. She watched him cross the field to where the horse was pulling up in a cloud of dust. The rider was gesturing excitedly and shouting something at Mihalis as he held the frothing horse in check, then wheeling the animal around, he went galloping back in the direction of the city. By now the vintagers had roused themselves from beneath the shade trees and were running out to Mihalis who was tracking it back with long urgent strides. Marghi let out a groan. Mihalis was veering across the neighboring field where the children were playing, and whisking them up like two startled pups, was hurrying toward the house.

			There were cries, and a frantic rush to collect belongings. Up and down the vineyards, shouts were echoing the news—Insurrection in Khania!

			Marghi rushed to gather the few things they would take with them. They had until sundown to make it back to the city before the Pasha’s curfew went into effect. She worked swiftly, grasping on the urgent activity at hand to keep from thinking; there would be time enough on the road to ponder and tremble at what lay ahead. Mihalis brought the mule around, they piled the shaken children and their few belongings on it, bolted the farmhouse door and hurriedly set out.

			All across the fields, families were abandoning their crops and joining the hasty caravan making its way back to the city. Any thought of saving the bulging harvest that lay drying in the sun, fled in the urgent race to reach the city gates before the sun went down. Marghi, walking alongside the frightened children, kept murmuring prayers to the Virgin. Mihalis, walking behind, kept prodding the mule and watching the sun. He let his mind dwell on the uprising—it had already reached neighboring Rethymnon and the insurgents were attacking the Turkish outposts there; whatever fleeting satisfaction there was in contemplating the daring move was tempered by what awaited them in Megalo Kastro—there would be reprisals, to be sure—but for now, he let his thoughts dwell on the daring rebel patriots, and his eyes glowed with satisfaction.

			The sun was sinking fast when they arrived at the olive groves bordering the Pantocrator Porta, the closest of the four gates to the city. They could see the soldiers walking their beat along the ramparts, guns slung over their shoulders . . . at least they would be spared the vile Lazarou tunnel, Marghi muttered, pressing closer to the children. A young nazim in uniform was standing guard as they approached. He was fingering the keys that dangled from his giant key ring and looking mockingly at the anxious faces of the rayahdes3 streaming back from the fields. He watched the caravan approach and as they drew near he called out something to the soldiers looking down from the ramparts, and they all laughed. Marghi pressed closer to the mule and held on to the children. She felt Mihalis give the animal a vehement shove past the amused nazim, and they lurched through the gate. Once inside, they made their way quickly past the soldiers on the ramparts and into the deserted streets. An unseen dog barked at them from behind a courtyard wall, then trailed off, giving back the street its ominous silence. They hurried past the bolted courtyards, past the shuttered windows where hidden eyes were watching, and headed for the central square now filling with dusk.

			As they approached, Nikos and Anastasia, huddled on the mule, sat up to look at the fountain shooting water in the air. A brisk sea breeze had come up, blowing a chilling spray at them and rustling the leaves of the giant plane tree that stood in the center of the deserted square. Mihalis veered the animal and cut across the square toward the fountain where the thirsty children could drink, when suddenly a curse exploded from his lips. In the shadows beneath the branches of the tree, two naked bodies were hanging from a limb.

			“My God! . . . it’s begun!” Marghi gasped. She looked at the figures dangling grotesquely with bloated tongues hanging out, and tugged at Mihalis’ sleeve to move on. “Have pity on the children!” she whispered, reaching to shield their eyes from the grisly sight.

			But Mihalis only moved closer. A few frightened vintagers ventured from the caravan to look—Minas and Grigoris! they murmured, and scurried away with a shudder to spread the word and hurry homeward to hide behind their bolted doors. Mihalis stood looking at the lifeless forms dangling in shameful nakedness, cursing silently. The young rebels had barely expired, their limbs were twitching horribly, and their eyes, stripped of all defiance, were bulging from their heads like an obscenity, all manly valor quashed under the savagery of Death’s humbling hand.

			Nikos, craning with his sister to see, let out a scream.

			“Mihalis! The children!” Marghi pleaded.

			For what seemed an eternity, Mihalis stood rooted before the violated bodies . . . then, lifting his arm in a comrade’s salute, he turned, and hurried his family home.

			The next day no Christian stirred outside his house. Mihalis went as far as the courtyard to check the latch on the gate, then came back. Marghi, listening for any sign from the street, went about her work murmuring silent prayers. Deep inside her, deep inside every Christian, lay the fear of the Turk’s treachery. The horror of entrapment and slaughter at the hands of the Anatolian soldier was all too vivid in their history. She prepared their meals and they sat at the table in silence, listening for sounds from the street. All day they sat in silence, listening for sounds. When the sun went down, Mihalis went to the chest in the corner of the room and took out the two pistols that he kept hidden there. Marghi followed him with dread as he loaded them and thrust them in his belt.

			“What are you doing?” she whispered in alarm.

			He took down the yataghan that hung like a trophy over the mantel and crossed the room to where Nikos was sitting. “Lock up behind us,” was all he would say, and taking Nikos by the hand, walked with him to the door.

			“Where are you going with the boy!?” she screamed, rushing at him.

			He brushed her aside and opened the door.

			“Only madmen and Turks are out in the streets!” she shrieked.

			“Lower your voice!”he said sharply, and crossing the threshold with Nikos, strode out.

			He’s only a child!! . . . She stifled the scream that welled up in her throat, and ran stumbling after him into the yard. At the gate, she flung herself at him again and pulled Nikos to her. “Save your heroics for later!” she rasped, her voice trembling with terror and rage, “. . . save your bravado! . . . you’ll be needing it soon enough!”

			Mihalis reached past her and unlatched the gate. “Keep your voice down,” he warned, “and get back inside,” and taking the terrified boy from her arms, walked out with him into the night.

			Marghi stood helpless, watching them disappear down the street. She scanned the dark alley for some glimmer of light. Across at Fatome’s, the windows were shuttered tight so that nothing would show through. She peered over the fence at Annika’s . . . darkness there, too. Hers was the only house in the neighborhood with a madman walking the streets. She stood straining for a last glimpse of the boy and his father, and when she could see them no longer, she bolted the gate and turned back to the house.

			At the doorstep, she gathered up Anastasia and, fighting to hold back her panic, carried the trembling child inside. Cradling the girl in her arms, she went to the mantel and took down the votive lamp. It was almost empty and the wick was sputtering noisily at the bottom of the glass. She added more oil and re-kindled the wick, and carrying the light into the bedroom placed it on the shelf beneath the Virgin’s icon, where she knelt to pray, to pray and beseech the Virgin to intercede with the Almighty to bring her husband back to sanity. Rocking back and forth with Anastasia in her arms, she raised her voice in a singsong plea, imploring the all-compassionate Mother to take pity on her . . . to take pity on her family, and her innocent child walking the streets in the black of night.

			Out in the black of night, Mihalis had turned off Selinou street and was following the narrow back alleys of the Christian quarter. At the commercial district bordering the plaza, he set Nikos on his feet and stood in the darkness of the alley looking out at the deserted square. Nothing was stirring. Not a sound . . . not a breeze . . . not a rustle of a leaf on the giant plane tree. He stood with his small son at his side eyeing the tree looming phantomlike in the bleak moonless night. The boy looked out at the emptiness and shuddered. He peered up at the sky hanging dense and heavy overhead—moon, stars, all God’s shiny playmates had vanished in fright, all that was left was the darkness, the darkness and his father, and the ghostly sound of their footsteps starting across the desolate square.

			“Are you afraid?” Mihalis looked down at the petrified child.

			Nikos didn’t answer. He peered up at the sky where a sliver of moon was fighting to break through. It had partially freed itself and was casting an eerie light on the square, bringing the fountain and the plane tree with its two ghastly figures into view.

			Mihalis put his hand round the boy’s shoulder. “You’re not afraid, are you,” he said.

			Following in terror, Nikos remained mute. He looked up at the sky again where the moon had pushed through the clouds and was emerging full-blown, illumining the heavens and the world below. It covered the square and fell on the tree, playing its beams in and out of the branches where the hideous forms were dangling. As they approached, the boy hid his face. Mihalis drew him up close and stood before the moonlit tree, gazing at the unearthly pair. After an interminable pause he looked down at the boy hiding his face against his arm.

			“Look at them,” he whispered, turning the child’s face up toward the tree.

			Nikos glanced at the frightful bodies and quickly looked away.

			“Touch them,” his father said, and his voice was full of reverence, as though they were standing before a holy icon.

			The boy held his breath and brushed a trembling finger over the hideous limbs.

			“Now cross yourself,” Mihalis said, “. . . and kiss them”

			Nikos recoiled. He looked at the revolting feet dangling inches from his face, and made to break away.

			“Kiss them!” Mihalis commanded, and lifting him by the armpits, forced his mouth against the cold foul flesh.

			He set the sputtering child down and walked him to the fountain where he scooped up water and splashed it on his contorted face. Plunging headlong into the water, Nikos rubbed his violated mouth until his father pulled him away, and swinging him over his shoulder, struck across the square again and headed home.

			Marghi was waiting for them in the courtyard. She had put the children to sleep and come out to pace like one demented behind the bolted gate. At the sound of the familiar stride in the alley, she peered through the peephole, waited, and shaking with relief flung open the gate.

			Nikos let out a cry and reached for her. She snatched the child, wild-eyed and quivering from his father’s arms before Mihalis could set him down, and clasping him tightly to her breast, carried him into the house and up to his room. He was trembling and his hands were cold, and she held him close against her body. When he was somewhat calmed, she put him to bed and covered him with a blanket.

			“Where did he take you?” she whispered, feeling the hair still damp on his forehead.

			“To the big tree in the square,” he said.

			She choked back her rage, and gently stroked the boy’s hair. “What did you do there?”

			“I kissed their feet,” the child sobbed.

			She sat at the edge of the bed and held him. She could hear Mihalis’ tread in the kitchen below and silently cursed him. What he did was unforgivable. She sat holding the boy and murmuring prayers of thanks to the Virgin for bringing him home safely. And his father, too . . . what he did was unforgivable but there was no denying having him back in the house again was reassuring. Rocking back and forth, she held her quivering son close until the panic ebbed. When the exhausted child finally drifted off to sleep, she snuffed out the candle and went downstairs.

			Mihalis was sitting on the sofa near the hearth. He had lit a cigarette and was smoking quietly in the dark. “We’ll be able to sleep tonight,” he said, avoiding her glance. Her defiance in the courtyard had not entirely left his mind. She had never challenged him before, and her vehemence surprised him. He watched her as she crossed the room and for an instant his eyes betrayed a flash of admiration.

			Marghi went to the hearth and didn’t answer. She took the lamp down from the mantel; the wick was near the water mark and she added oil and waited to see the flame leap to life. Her husband was not one for small talk and his comment, she knew, was a kind of concession for the fright he had given her with the boy. She stood with her back to him, breathing the reassuring aroma of his cigarette and silently fueling her anger. The cigarette augured well . . . always a faithful barometer that told her when a storm might be ending—in all probability if the Turks meant to strike they would have made their move . . . O, God, let it be so, she groaned under her breath. She turned to look at him enjoying his smoke.

			“The boy was terrorized,” she said.

			He took a long drag on the cigarette and snuffed it out. “He lived through it,” he answered.

			“He’s only a child!” she flared, her voice growing shrill.

			Rising from the sofa, he went to the door and stood at the threshold looking out at the night. The clouds had retreated and an army of stars had taken over the sky. Red-glowing Ares, dropping dangerously low, was hovering like a glittering sword over the roofs and minarets of the city.

			“He’ll get used to it,” he said quietly.

			Marghi went to speak . . . she looked at his frame in the doorway . . . at the strong proud shoulders sagging, as though suddenly grown weary, and the words choked in her throat. She could hear the wind rising in the courtyard—a chill wind carrying with it the distant howling of the mountain wolves. Driven by hunger, the ravenous packs were growing bolder, coming out at night to forage ever closer to the populated countryside. She picked up her shawl and went to the door.

			Mihalis moved slightly, making room on the threshold.

			“He’ll learn to endure,” he said again quietly.

			She wrapped the shawl abut her and didn’t answer. Voice and rancor had deserted her and she stood mute beside him, listening to the sounds of the night. His words, just inches from her ear, were barely audible above the howling of the wolves. In an unguarded moment, he turned to look at her, and her heart constricted at the pain and rage in his eyes.

			“He’ll learn to endure even worse,” he said bitterly . . . “he’ll learn . . . if he’s to survive.”

			Two days went by before the Christians in Megalo Kastro opened their doors and began to cautiously venture out into the streets. In the square where the Klephts had been hanged, the bodies were cut down from the plane tree and carted off to be buried. At the commercial district, the Turkish merchants were unboarding their shops, proof that for the moment at least the danger had passed. The Greeks, taking their cue from the Turks, unboarded theirs, too. After the first wary glances . . . some taunts, and boastful posturing on both sides, the law of the marketplace took over and by midmorning, Kalokerinou street was buzzing with the conciliatory air of truce.

			On Selinou street, Nikos knew that life had settled back to normal when he heard the Turkish pastry vendor hawking his sesame loaves outside his window. Were he the angel of the Lord, announcing the Second Coming, poor Marghi could not have crossed herself with greater fervor. Hurrying out into the wash of morning light to buy a fresh round loaf for the children’s breakfast, she all but embraced the kindly Turk who, wreathed in smiles, himself, beamed his toothless joy at their having been spared the Pasha’s vengeance.

			In the burst of relief that followed the unexpected truce, a cautious euphoria settled over Megalo Kastro. The Kastrians resumed their daily routine, the vintagers hurried to the fields to collect whatever harvest they could salvage, and Mihalis returned to the business of his son’s education. Exploiting the tenuous peace, he took him riding up and down the length and breadth of Megalo Kastro, imprinting on his mind the symbols of their humiliating bondage. He sat with him on the quay where the surf splashed up against the fortress, the ugly brooding fortress that reeked of bestiality, and told and retold him legends of Cretan heroes who had died in the vile dungeons behind those gloomy walls; legends that in the telling and retelling from generation to generation, grew ever more heroic, transforming wretched martyrdom into a glorious rallying cry that one day would make the very stones rise up and join the battle for their liberation.

			He took him to the tall Venetian bastion opposite the Juktas mountain where he could look down at the entire city, their city, before the barbarians from across the sea came with their guns and stole it. Here Mihalis would sit with his son, pointing out the massive walls that encircled them, so that they, the true owners, could not come and go in their own holy Christian land without permission from the godless ones. . . .

			And Nikos would sit crosslegged beside him, listening and pondering and struggling with the vague notions of God and Country that had begun to stir in his soul. And one late afternoon as he sat with his father, looking out at the walled city . . . at the tall iron gates . . . at the gun-toting soldiers who were guarding them so that they, the true Cretans, could not come and go freely in their own land, he leaned over the parapet and shook his little fist. He heard his father laugh and looked up, startled. He had never known his father to laugh—or smile—and he was looking down at him now and smiling, and laying his heavy hand on his head, like a giant paw, at once savage and caressing, and he felt a warmth flowing through him, a warmth such as he had never felt and would never feel again from his father.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Five

			1889—Flight

		

		
			Nikos was in the second grade at Saint Minas’ school when the uneasy peace in Megalo Kastro began to crumble. The insurgents in the north were agitating in earnest, fanning a rash of insurrections that were fast spreading throughout the island. Turkish repressions, gradual at first, were adding fuel to the rebellion that they were meant to crush, and by the start of winter, with atrocities running rampant on both sides, all Cretans—Christian and Moslem—were sitting on the edge of a volcano.

			The harbors in Suda Bay and Megalo Kastro were filling with Turkish ships, and Moslem troops by the thousands were pouring into the island. On Kalokerinou street, not far from the harbor where the ships were hauling in the troops, a chill December wind had driven the merchants indoors. Except for the soldiers milling like tourists about the square, the normally bustling district was empty of civilians. Nuribey, behind the counter of his yogurt shop, went to the door and looked out at the street. He had not seen a paying customer cross his threshold since the ships arrived. Not that he was complaining, it was not as if he lacked for customers . . . the ships had brought in droves. They didn’t pay, of course, but it was little enough to give the soldiers a bit of yogurt seeing as they were here to protect him from the rabid Christians who had gone mad again. Allah be praised, now he could sleep nights without the fear of some maniacal Greek setting fire to his house. He looked across at Kapetan Mihalis’ shop. The windows were boarded and the crates stood unopened outside his door. “Arrogant Yiaour,” he muttered, “this time you’ll hang . . . you’ll howl like all the others,” and he rubbed his hands at the vision of the high and mighty Greek stripped naked and hanging by the feet on the plane tree in the square, his belly split open and his guts splattered all over his insolent face. He sighed, and turned back to the counter. In truth, what he wished for, even more than the swaggering Greek’s comeuppance, was a truce. Deep in his heart he wished they would all settle down, and the soldiers would leave, and the street would return to normal. He, Nuribey, had no quarrel with anyone—Greek or Turk were all the same to him, even the insufferable one across the street could be stomached. He threw a rueful glance out the window again . . . if only they’d settle down. . . .

			By year’s end, it was evident there was to be no settling down in Crete. The rebels, hell-bent on snatching what seemed within their grasp, were pushing the rebellion to the brink The sultan, out to show the Greeks they would never dare raise their heads again, was hauling in his troops—among them, the dreaded mercenaries from the mountains of Albania, recruited for their mastery in the art of slaughter. Whoever could flee the island was leaving—Moslems to Turkey, Christians to Greece.

			Mihalis, too, set his jaw and prepared to take his family to the safety of Piraeus. For a man who still remembered the eagle-winged freedom of bachelorhood . . . who was shaped by temperament to disdain the enervating fetters that bound a man to wife and hearth, the decision to flee was humiliating. Marghi knew what it was costing him. For days she had watched him battling with himself, with the pride that was pulling him to stay and fight. She gambled that in the end his concern for his son would put the boy’s safety ahead of his pride. Nights, as he sat brooding in the dark with his wine, she would quietly rouse Nikos from his bed and send him, a silent unwilling prod, to keep vigil with his father, while she, in turn, lit her candles and prayed that the Almighty would move him to act . . . to act before the butchery began!

			In the end Mihalis put his manly pride aside and looked to his family. Once the decision was made he moved quickly. Marghi, acting on instinct, had packed the things they would take with them, and by week’s end they were ready to leave. On the day of their departure, sick with fear now that the hour had come, she stood before the Virgin’s icon in her bedroom and whispered a last fervent plea before hurrying out the door. At the courtyard gate she turned for one last look at the house. “God watch over it,” she murmured, and with a prayer on her lips, followed after her husband. She was holding the two younger children by the hand while Nikos, his pinched face showing the strain of sleepless nights, was walking ahead with his father.

			Mihalis had managed to get them passage on a freighter sailing for Piraeus, and together with Nikos, was carrying the few bundles that were to see them through the duration of their exile. To avoid unwanted attention from the soldiers who were everywhere, he was keeping to the back alleys, skirting the main thoroughfare until they could get to the plaza and fall in with the crowds. Marghi, hurrying to keep up behind, was half-dragging, half-carrying the terrified children. They could hear the din coming from the harbor—a shrill, unsettling din of clanging ships . . . whistles, and the throbbing, frightening undercurrent of a seemingly entire populace in flight.

			Merging with the throngs at the square, Mihalis cut a path for them to follow and they fell in with the tangled mass pushing and jostling toward the harbor Now and then he would turn to look for Marghi dragging behind with the children, but mostly he kept his focus on the pandemonium ahead. The tension of uncertainty was showing on his face, his eyes were darting back and forth, checking out the glut of overburdened ships anchored along the loading docks, searching for their freighter . . . he was counting on the bribes to get them through . . . but in this chaos . . . he left the ugly thought unfinished and turned to find Marghi lagging behind. She had picked up Eleni and was holding the screaming child to her and dragging Anastasia by the hand, struggling to keep her in tow. Shifting his bundles, he reached down and gathered the girl up in his freed arm, then turned to Nikos, stumbling dazedly alongside. “Stay close to your mother!” he shouted to the boy over the din, “stay close . . . and follow me! Understand?!”

			Nikos nodded numbly. He could barely hear his father’s voice above the clamor and the pounding in his heart. He looked back at his mother holding out her hand to him . . . she was reaching for him . . . shouting something . . . and all he could hear was the din . . . the frightening, hair-raising din, and the feel of his father, prodding and pushing and herding the blur of them into the throng. Clutching his bundle, he stumbled behind his father who kept cutting a path for them, pushing and weaving them through the cacophonous maze that kept swelling and pressing and threatening to separate them until they turned in at a ramp where some gruff burly men were blocking their way. In the crush, all he could make out were their boots, their tall scruffy boots and the rasp of their voices and the feel of his father’s unyielding arm, prodding and pushing and herding them up a wet wobbly plank and onto a ship.

			It was crowded and smelly inside. Down below where his mother and sisters went to sit with the women, it was swaying in a sickening way. His father set down their bundles, and motioning to Nikos to follow, went out to the deck. It was rolling and swaying there too making the nausea that had been churning inside him all morning well up in his throat. He could feel the floor heaving beneath him and the queasiness rising, and his father hurrying him on limp rubbery legs to the rail where he leaned over the side and retched. For a long while he clung to the rail waiting for the queasiness to pass.

			He hung over the side, dizzily looking down at the blur of people clamoring to get on the ship. Directly below, they were making room for a black-robed priest who was coming aboard. He was holding a small clump of basil that was dripping water and as he moved through the crowd he kept shaking it over their heads, sprinkling droplets of water onto the ship and chanting something that no one could hear. Not daring to move for the queasiness, Nikos hung over the rail, watching through half-closed eyes. Once after a bloody massacre his mother brought a priest to their house to sprinkle it with water. She gave him a clump of basil from their garden and he dipped it in a bottle of holy water that he brought from the church and went through the house shaking it over their heads and chanting a prayer to chase the evil daemons away . . . away to the wild mountains, his mother said . . . to the far-off wild mountains . . . He hung over the side dizzily watching the drama below . . . And what would they do in the mountains? . . . They would fall off the cliffs, she said, they would fall off the cliffs and break on the rocks below . . . And would they stay there? . . . would they STAY in the mountains and take the Dread with them?! The Dread would stay, she said . . . the Dread would stay . . . there was no mountain far enough that could take the Dread away. . . .

			Down below, the priest was making his way up the ramp, scattering his misty spray . . . with each droplet the horror of that bloody massacre kept rising in Nikos, rising from that dark pit in his stomach flooding him with sickening Dread . . . away to the wild mountains, it mocked . . . to the far-off wild mountains. Slumped against the rail, he watched the priest make his rounds until his eyes grew heavy, and sinking back into his gloom, gave himself over to the sickening motion of the ship.

			He was rocking with the interminable roll when there was a sudden din, like the clanging of iron, and the deck began quivering under him. With a jarring shudder, the ship began to move. Fighting the churning inside him, he sat up to watch. Cautiously, the ship was moving away from the shore. High over the deck a long-throated whistle was blaring, piercing the air with deep raspy blasts. Godspeed! . .Godspeed! . . . a few desolate voices were echoing back from the harbor. Holding his breath, Nikos watched as the shuddering ship pulled away . . . away from its moorings . . . away from the surfeited wharf . . . and slowly, grindingly, head out to sea.

			He sat gazing back at the world they were leaving—how small it looked . . . how small for all that Dread. He was hanging over the side, watching it all move away—the shore . . . the harbor . . . the mountains that arched like a bony spine over the desolate land, when he felt his father’s hand nudging him to his feet and leading him unsteadily to the fore of the ship where bone-chilling winds were sending passengers scattering below. Holding fast to the icy rail, Nikos stared at the vast liquid element that was carrying them, heaving and frothing like a snorting monster out into oblivion. He stood gripped to the prow, feeling the cold numbing spray and the force of the powerful waters propelling them deeper and deeper into the uncertain void, and struggled to fathom the awesome foaming immensity.

			They had thrust well into the sea, when the shivering boy, wedged against the freezing rail, looked up at his father. Mihalis reached down, pulled his son’s thin woolen cap low over his ears, drew him close into the fold of his coat, and continued to stand on the deserted deck, gazing out at the sea. Behind them, Crete was disappearing. The tall mountain peaks still protruding into the sky were fading. Together they watched them grow fainter . . . fainter . . . until the last of the skeletal peaks sank into the water, and Crete vanished. Huddling deeper into his father’s coat, Nikos looked out at the distant horizon, out at the uncertain edge of the world where the sky was falling into the sea, and wondered . . . “were there mountains where they were going?”

			“Yes,” his father answered, “there were mountains.”

			“Tall ones? Like those in Crete?”

			“No,” his father said, “there were no mountains like those in Crete.”

			The child looked back at the empty horizon where Crete disappeared, and pondered in silence. His father, too, was looking out at the gray leaden sky hanging low like a mournful marker over the land that had vanished. In his eyes he was carrying a vision of the stubborn Cretan peaks towering bloodied but unconquered over the conquered land. Reaching deep into his pocket, he pulled out a stone embedded in a mottled clod of earth, and held it out to his son. “Cretan mountains are made of blood and bone,” he said, “every rock, every stone is holy.” He took his son’s hand and pressed the mottled clod into the boy’s small fist. “Put it in your pocket,” he commanded, “and carry it with you, always.”

			Nikos felt the hard bloodied fragment, still warm from his father’s body, and put it in his pocket. He looked out at the vast emptiness. The air all around was charged with the sound of the sea, throbbing with a dolorous echo that was rising from the depths . . . like a dirge from the depths of Time. He curled his half-frozen fingers round the stone in his pocket and stood numbly looking out at the bleakness. In the distance, dusk was creeping over the waters . . . slowly it was stealing over the sea. Above them, the cold leaden sky was following, dragging its burden of gloom. The shivering boy looked out at the infinite bleakness, and a sob rose in his throat . . . embrace it, my poor child, make friends with it, she said . . . there is no mountain far enough that could take away the Dread.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Six

			Massacre

		

		
			To this day the word MASSACRE makes my hair stand on end, because when I was a child, this was not simply a word, it was a roaring din, and rampaging soldiers kicking down doors, and men crouching behind them, loading their guns, and blood-curdling sounds of people being slaughtered. For us children living in Crete at that time, there were words that dripped blood and tears upon which an entire populace were crucified: the words Freedom, Saint Minas, Christ, and Revolution.

			Nikos Kazantzakis

			Report to Greco—Massacre

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Seven

			A Time of Respite

		

		
			In a few months the insurrection was crushed and those who fled the island returned to their homes, the Turks to continue their master/servant rule, the Cretans to bide their time for yet another insurrection. Mihalis, too, brought his family home. He enrolled Nikos in school again and returned to his business to repair the damage inflicted by the uprising.

			It wasn’t long before the smoldering unrest erupted again and another wave of insurrections, followed by massacres became the norm. For years this bloody cycle continued until by 1897, with Crete on the brink of devastation, Mihalis once again moved his family from danger, taking them to neutral territory on the island of Naxos, there to wait out the slaughter. Before returning to Crete, he enrolled Nikos in the French School of the Holy Cross, this, despite misgiving that the school was run by Catholic priests, and settling his family for the duration of the war, he boarded a ship back to Crete to take up arms in the revolution.

			It was a time of merciful respite for Nikos, far from the upheaval of war-ravaged Crete, he basked in the island’s healing calm. It was a time, too, of discovery, of exposure to Western culture, and a language and way of life that was not Cretan. His tranquil walks to school took him past once-splendid houses in the enclave of the island’s Frankish citadel which still retained a scattering of descendants from the Latin nobility who had lived there as conquerors centuries ago. With the heavy burden of fear lifted from his spirit, he let it revel in the pleasures Naxos offered in such abundance. Of all the island’s treasures, it was the school that held out the greatest promise, drawing him like a magnet to the novel mysteries within its walls. Nowhere were these riches more manifest than in the library with its vast collection of books. The school was well known outside the island, attracting students from Europe as well as Greece, but being the only Cretan, Nikos felt he owed an obligation to his country to excel.

			As though reading his mind, it wasn’t long before Mihalis sent his son a letter:

			“Take care that the Franks out there don’t brainwash you,” he wrote him on paper charred with gun-powder. “Don’t forget you’re a Cretan. Your brain doesn’t belong to you but to Crete. Sharpen it. You’ll need it one day to help liberate Crete . . . since you’re not made to do it with a gun, you’ll have to do it with your brain. It’s a gun too. Don’t shame me.”

			No less driven by the need to uphold Crete’s honor than by his own hungry passion for learning, Nikos plunged into the heady regimen of study that astounded, if not appalled, his teachers. He never joined his classmates in carefree play; bent over his books, he seemed incapable of play, as though boyhood’s carefreeness had passed him by. Such greed for learning in one so young appeared unseemly to the kindly teachers who, benumbed by years of torpid calm, looked upon this impassioned Cretan youth with puzzlement. Had they asked him, he might have told them: I, too, would like to play—but Crete is at war and in danger.

			And so, the years passed . . . passed all too quickly for the youth who had found solace in the island’s calm and in the vast unfathomed world of scholarship the school had opened to him. Behind the magic portals that he entered every day, he found an astonishing world, far larger than he had imagined, where his mind and soul broadened and came to understand that suffering and struggle were not the sole companions of the Cretan, but of Everyman. Engrossed in study, he was unprepared when one jolting morning his father returned, battle-scarred and triumphant, to take his family home—to liberated Crete!

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter Eight

			Liberty!

		

		
			It was to a jubilant country they returned. Prince George of the Hellenes was on his way from mother Greece to take possession, and all Crete was redolent with the sweet smell of lavender wafting from the shops where barbers could not keep up with the stream of bewhiskered men coming to be shorn of beards they had vowed to keep until Crete was freed.

			On this blessed day, Mihalis, clean-shaven and smelling of lavender, put on a crisp white shirt Marghi laid out for him, thrust the bottle of wine that he had been saving into his pocket, and together with his son headed for the cemetery to kneel at his father’s grave. There, while Nikos watched, he scooped out a hole, poured in some wine, and in a ritual that held Nikos spellbound, he communicated to his dead father the long-awaited news that Crete was free! If the manner in which Mihalis imparted this news to his father defied the laws of physics, Nikos had lived long enough to understand that even the laws that govern the universe stand suspended at certain historic moments.

			In time, even euphoria of this magnitude subsides, and Mihalis, along with his fellow Cretans returned to the petty and pragmatic cares of daily life. Each morning Mihalis wakened with an inexplicable feeling of loss. He went to his shop, conducted his business, came home to his midday meal, and after his rest, returned to the shop to finish the day’s work. Business was good and the profits gratifying, assuring an excellent education for his son and adequate dowries for his daughters, but he found little pleasure in the daily routine. Bent over his accounts at the small desk near the window, he would find himself looking out at the yogurt shop across the street, as if hoping to catch a glimpse of Nuribey. The Turk was gone now, leaving him to wonder . . . was he alive? . . . dead? He would look at the empty shop and envision the poor Turk fleeing in panic . . . but there was no pleasure in it. Only sadness.

			Most afternoons the tedium would be relieved by a few old friends who routinely dropped in to while away the time. He would bring out a bottle, pass glasses all around, and sit back while the men sipped raki and thrashed over the war. He seldom had much to say; now that Crete was free, what more was there to say? He had no interest in Enosis,1 or in naming the city Herakleion again. For him, it sufficed that the Cretans had driven the enemy from their land. When the talk grew heated over union with the motherland, he would fill the glasses all around, and leaving the old men to their quarrel, would go to the door and look out at the mountains, the eternal Cretan mountains. He would let his mind wander over the bloodied slopes, over the cruel boulders and lairs that sheltered the centuries of Klephts who kept the flame of liberty from dying, and in his fierce Cretan soul he would feel a twinge of regret at the passing of an era that had defined his life and given it its purpose.

			Invariably his musings would turn to his son. He had given much thought of late to his education. It mystified him where Nikos had inherited his brains for book learning—certainly not from him, nor his grandfather who could barely write his name. He took secret pride in the boy’s cleverness; no one in their family had gone beyond the first few grades at Saint Minas’ school, and here was his son, attending the Gymnasium—and with honors, too. Before long he would graduate. It wasn’t too early to be thinking about his future. He had always expected him to take over the family business . . . but in his heart, did he really want his son to become a common shop keeper? . . . was the menial monotony of buying and selling a career befitting the boy’s education? He had gone over the matter a hundred times in his mind and had come to a decision. He would send him to school to become a lawyer. He would spare no expense. He would send him to Athens to study law at the University—the very word University filled him with pride and awe. His son would become a respected lawyer, open a practice in Herakleion, and he . . . well . . . he would retire and . . . .

			While Mihalis was weaving his fanciful plans for his son, Nikos was dreaming dreams of his own. The years at Naxos had wakened in him an appetite for Western culture, primarily Western literature, and had roused in him a yearning to become a writer himself. Impressionable, and eager to explore new ideas, he found new grist for the mind in the fin de siecle writers of Europe, and had come back to Crete with a broadened vision and a hunger to see their world. The uncharted century opened before him like an endless beguiling sea and he fairly trembled with anticipation at the promise it held out for him. No longer burdened by duty now that Crete was free he was impatient to finish his schooling and get on with his life . . . to travel, to see distant lands and explore the vast wondrous world that was waiting to be discovered.

			He had returned from Naxos, a tall lean youth all sinew and bone, and a sharpened mind that breezed him through the classes at the Gymnasium with ease. The exuberance of boyhood that had eluded him in his early years had finally caught up with him, erupting with a ferocity of high spirits that would have astounded his teachers and classmates at the Naxos school. For the first time in his young life Nikos found himself enjoying the spontaneity of mirth and laughter. His ready wit made him friends quickly and the somber boy who had been friendless for so long now could pick and choose among the classmates eager to become his companions. He had made the acquaintance of three like-minded students at the Gymnasium and the four had become fast friends. With the arrogance of youth, they excluded from their company those whom they considered less gifted in intellect, and spent endless hours together walking the streets of Herakleion in search of adventure.

			Their walks often took them far out into the countryside where a crew of archeologists had begun digging up the ancient city of Knossos. An Englishman—Evans was his name—had come to direct the excavation, and each day they would see him ride past on his mule, a rancorous beast that seemed to delight in sloshing through every mud hole in its path. The boys would watch, laughing uproariously at the comical figure of Sir Evans (he was a titled nobleman, they said) straddling the mule with his long awkward legs and cursing the spiteful animal that kept sloshing and splattering him with mud. The four would follow him from a distance out to the site and settle along the edge of the gouged-out earth to watch the excavation. There was little of a tangible nature yet to indicate they were looking at the ruins of a mighty civilization—only the word of Homer, giving testimony to “. . . a land called Crete, densely peopled and boasting ninety cities, among them great Knossos. . . .” They would watch the men at their work, and try to envision the people of that ancient world, people like themselves who walked the same earth . . . breathed the same air . . . gazed at the same eternal mountains . . . Each morning they would hurry to the site and look down at the slow painstaking work, eager to see what the land had yielded of that arcane time when gods still walked the earth and talked with men.

			It was a heady summer for the youths, particularly for Nikos, full of ambitious plans. He was the only student at the Gymnasium to have studied at the renowned French school and it gave him a certain stature among his friends. He had returned from Naxos with a seemingly endless knowledge of the world, and an endless readiness to share it. Together the four would roam the streets and countryside while Nikos discoursed on the degenerate state of mankind, quoting this learned Frenchman or that. He had mastered French and could mimic and quote all the world-weary French writers in vogue. When they tired of the discourse on the decadent state of the world, they would turn to other subjects. There were intriguing new theories of science that were challenging man’s time-honored beliefs—juicy fodder for adolescent minds hungry for knowledge. Of more immediate interest than the ennui of the French, were the novel discoveries of the scientists who were postulating that man and his planet were not the center of the universe as the ancients believed, but a mere speck in an infinite cauldron of stars and planets far bigger than anyone could imagine. While this argument occupied them for hours, an even more intriguing one, one they seized upon with great relish, was the theory that man, whom Orthodox doctrine decreed was descended from Adam, was in fact, descended from the ape!

			What to do with all this knowledge? Their brains fairly burst trying to contain it. They would share it, Nikos said. They would form a Society, like the Society of Friends2 that had smuggled arms to the Cretans, and helped foment the revolution that liberated them from the Turks—they would share their knowledge with their fellow countrymen and free them from the prison of their ignorance. Having said (where Nikos led, the others followed), the four set out one day, armed with their arsenal of learning, to begin the liberation of their fellow man.

			Their theater of operation was the public square where they found a ready audience at the crowded tables outside the coffeehouses. They soon became a familiar sight there, fanning out among the tables, raising eyebrows, and looking comically out of place sitting down with men older than their grandfathers and engaging them in enlightening conversation. “The learned foursome,” the men would laugh, watching the youths approach, all puffed-up earnestness.

			One afternoon the boys had picked a crowded spot outside old Uncle Yianni’s coffee shop, primed to launch their evolution theory. It was time, they agreed, that their countrymen were weaned from the Adam and Eve fairytale. They had just settled at a table when Manolis, always the impetuous one, plunged in and was soon in a heated argument with an old man who took umbrage at the assertion that his ancestors had once walked on all fours. It was the first time this advanced knowledge was being aired, and a crowd gathered quickly. Buoyed by the interest, Manolis got to his feet and in a breathless voice began laying before them the amazing discoveries of science . . . discoveries that threw new light on man’s humble beginnings. He had barely finished the stunning oration when an old seafarer who had been listening drop-jawed, edged up closer to the table and stared at Manolis in awe. “What you say may be true,” he said, pondering the wondrous youth, “but you, my poor boy, are descended from the jackass.”

			So much for enlightening one’s fellow man.

			Summer eventually played itself out and sobering autumn arrived with its shortened days and incessant rains, driving the four friends indoors. They frequently met at Nikos’ house where Marghi, grateful to see her son, who had become a stranger all summer, brought them refreshments and went about her work listening to the welcome sound of voices in the house. Anastasia and Eleni, too, bent over their sewing in the gray shaft of light at the window, worked in silence, eager to catch every word coming from their brother’s room.

			The boys spent long afternoons there, talking and preparing for the new school year which was suddenly upon them. The months ahead were to be the last they would share together as classmates, and the reality gave a melancholy edge to their friendship. It gave, too, a sense of urgency to Nikos to seal the bond between them with some serious purpose. In a few days they would begin their final year at the Gymnasium, a major achievement in a city where only twelve of its youth made it to graduation, and an honor not without a certain obligation. They had agreed, in principle, on the goals of the Society of Friends, but the goals had remained largely undefined, except that in some vague way they were to dedicate their knowledge to the service of mankind. As it had been Nikos’ idea to found the Society, it was incumbent on him now, before they disbanded, to articulate their purpose and affirm their commitment with a sworn oath. While dubious—Manolis, in particular, was still smarting from his foray into the human evolution theory—they nonetheless followed Nikos’ urgings to persevere. Had not all great minds suffered ridicule? And so, each afternoon the four would gather in the small room above the kitchen where together they would go over the high-minded plans they had projected for themselves in the heady days of summer, and Nikos, bent over his notebook, would sort out the jumble of thoughts and inscribe them on paper and as each lofty goal was recorded, he would read it aloud and the youths, along with the chastened Manolis, would swear to uphold it.

			While the fervor of noblesse oblige was echoing through the walls of Nikos’ room, below in the kitchen Marghi was going about her work listening to the plans that were in progress up there. Now and then she would pause to look at the girls bent over their sewing at the window, and a sigh would escape her. What never crossed their brother’s mind was very much on hers. Ever since Crete had been liberated, and life had taken on a semblance of comfort, she had begun to yearn for something beyond the limiting drabness of her lot, something that had been denied her, and that she vowed she would get for her daughters. For weeks the thought had been eating at her—how to get Anastasia and Eleni enrolled in school. Like most illiterate Cretan women she had the highest reverence for book learning, viewing it almost as she did religion . . . a magic road to deliverance and the good life. Night and day she thought of little else, reviewing over and over in her mind how to broach it to Mihalis who had yet to be apprised of his wife’s ambitious plans for his daughters. She had ruled out Nikos as an emissary, knowing how the son shrank from contact with the father, and was summoning the courage to bring the thorny matter up herself when she found support for her cause from an unexpected and unlikely source—Mihalis’ mother.

			Mihalis’ mother had recently come to live with them; widowed now, and tired of living alone in the ancestral village she had closed the house and come to wait out her remaining years with her son. She had a daunting air that both intimidated and buoyed Marghi who found in her a welcome ally, if not a sympathetic one. A hard acerbic woman, of a bloodline no less fierce than her husband’s, she had weathered the years with him battered but uncowed, and had little patience with timidity. It had taken her but a day to get a reading of the family and assess the conditions in her daughter-in-law’s household—Marghi, the long-suffering, spirit-broken wife; Nikos, the indulged and pampered son; Anastasia and Eleni, the gentle sisters following in the docile mold of their mother. Clearly, there was need to put some spirit here.

			While of a like mind with Marghi regarding the girls’ schooling, old Kazantzakena had little faith in her daughter-in-law’s ability to see it through with Mihalis, and advised her to leave the matter to her. Unspoken was the understanding that in dealing with a son a mother wielded more power than a wife. Glad to be spared any confrontation with her husband, Marghi needed no urging and was more than willing to let the fierce old woman do battle with her son.

			And so it was left to Mihalis’ mother to confront him one morning as he was sitting down to his coffee. As usual, he was seated at the head of the empty table, oblivious of the shadow preparing his breakfast, and did not notice his mother until she approached with his tray. The confrontation was brief. Mihalis had reached for his coffee and was raising the cup to his lips when he stopped short, caught by surprise at the improbable words that were falling on his ears. Not one to embellish a thought with a superfluous word, his mother came right to the point. In the stunned hush that followed, Mihalis, still holding his cup in mid-air, turned and stared at his mother . . . had she told him to send his daughters to a brothel, he could not had been more appalled. For men of Mihalis’ generation, whose instincts were honed by a lifetime of wariness living under enemy rule, allowing a female outside the protective walls of her home and exposed to the stares of a licentious soldiery, was tantamount to inviting dishonor. Captive of a perception that had not yet caught up with the reality of a liberated Crete, he still viewed his daughters as objects of prey. For an instant, a glimmer of pity softened his gaze . . . poor thing, . . . the old woman had lost it . . . and shaking his head, he rose from the table and left without speaking.

			Marghi, who was following the drama from her room, hurried to the window overlooking the courtyard to watch Mihalis emerge from the house, with his mother close behind. There was no doubting her mother-in-law’s fortitude, nonetheless she watched with a sense of unease. What she couldn’t hear in their brief verbal exchange, she could read on Mihalis’ face as he flung open the gate and slamming it shut behind him, strode off.

			When the Fall term commenced and Nikos entered his final year at the Gymnasium, Anastasia and Eleni were taken by their grandmother to a retired school teacher who did private tutoring. This was not to say that old Kazantzakena had given up on getting her granddaughters enrolled in school, only that she was following the more prudent course, obscuring somewhat her action by giving it the more acceptable (for Mihalis) guise of chaperoned calls on a friendly neighbor. His objection, she knew, was fueled more by an aversion to the public contact his daughters would be exposed to in school than by any scruples against learning the ABCs—the latter, a frivolous pursuit for women, but innocuous in and of itself. If Mihalis took notice, he showed no outward sign, though it was unlikely the comings and goings in the house escaped him. While he went about his silent business, his mother went about hers, quietly chaperoning the girls to and from their daily lessons, and biding her time until her son would come around. Her desire to see her granddaughters educated was not without a secret yearning of her own. Not one to let an opportunity go to waste she had devised a plan that, through her granddaughters, she, too, would gain a bit of literacy, so that on that blessed day when she was called to the Great Beyond, she would appear before her Maker, knowing how to write her name.

			That same year Nikos, along with eleven classmates, all proud sons of Herakleion’s prominent families, finished his term at the Gymnasium. As the star pupil of his class, he was given the honor of delivering the valedictory address, an obligation that he accepted with joy, and a bit of trepidation. For inspiration he turned to the time-honored ancients to craft an oration worthy of a young Pericles—indeed, were they, too, not heirs of the same noble heritage? In a booming voice newly enriched with a manly bass, the high-sounding phrases rolled from his lips, harking back to an era when elocution was an art—now at the hour of leave-taking . . . we send forth one hope . . . to follow the footsteps of our glorious ancestors—the lofty sentiments reverberated across the packed auditorium, and by the last stirring lines the audience of family and friends, already on their feet, cheered with a rousing ovation.

			While the audience cheered, Mihalis stood silent. It was unseemly to applaud one’s own son in public; pride of family, like love, was an intimate emotion, to be savored privately. He looked across the cheering auditorium at the tall commanding youth with the deepened voice, and for an instant his gaze clouded—stage, podium—all dissolved in a misty memory of a tiny boy leaning over a parapet, shaking his small fist at a Turkish soldier below. In a few months, that tiny boy would be heading for the University in Athens, and try as he would, he could not hold back the tears and the flood of emotion that welled in his breast.
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