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Issue Seven

Carnivore [1]

by Tassos Kapernaros

(trans. Dimitris Vardoulakis)

I stank of wine and meat. Nine months as a vegan had ended ingloriously, drowned in a few too many
glasses of cheap retsina.
I felt disgust and repulsion for myself while I climbed the rough slope.
I had deviated from the main path that circled the mountain in order to cut the distance to the monastery.
I realized my mistake too late. I had already fallen repeatedly and the mud made my shoes heavy as
lead.
I turned on the torch. My palms were bloody. Fury and despair gagged my mouth. I angrily slung a stone
at the sky. He returned it onto my forehead. I turned back onto the path I knew, and began again.

At long last I arrived at the monastery. It was not the first time I found the gate shut - it had happened
before. The abbot and Matthaios bolted the gate early and retired into their cells. I found it natural. It was
quite impossible that a hungry and ill wanderer would come this way. As for me, forgotten outside for
several nights, I did not take it to heart. I would climb on the protruding stones of one of the side walls
and jump inside.
I stood still in front of the bolted gate for a while. The dark mass of the silent monastery frightened me
and I shuddered. I headed for the part of the wall that I could climb.
As I tripped off, with myriad frightened thoughts in my mind quickening my step, I stumbled and fell flat
on a gigantic four-legged beast. My heart, which had leapt into my teeth, settled back into her proper
place when I realized that the soft body I had unwittingly embraced belonged to an apathetic ass who
did not even move.
My terror was promptly transfigured to excitement. It was as if I had chanced upon a beloved face in an
unloving place. I sat on the humid ground and plucked out a cigarette.
"Well, how's things pal?" I said shining the torch onto his face.
Annoyed, he turned his gaze. And this was his only reaction. He was not dismissive of the persistent
gestures of heartfelt emotion that he aroused in me.
He let me stroke his head and the hard hair of his back. He let me speak to him affectionately,
garrulously, drunkenly.
In the ocean of guilt in which I found myself because of my inadvertent return to the nightmarish world of
the carnivore, the big and tolerant donkey appeared to my inebriated perception to be a godsend.
And I clung onto him. Like a shipwrecked man who grasps onto anything that comes his way as though it
were a wooden plank, even though it is really a floating body.
Yet something was amiss. His apathy transcended even the proverbial patience of the ass. I became
convinced that he was ill. Perhaps the wild chill and all sorts of wanderings and privations at the
inhospitable world of the mountains had held him in a mortal embrace.
I briskly climbed the stone wall and jumped into the monastery. I went to the gate and opened it wide,
pulling the rusty bolt. I walked outside and approached him. Attentively, so as not to hurt him, I put my
arms around his neck and made him stand up.
After I led him inside, I closed the gate again.
"You will find somewhere warm here," I told him.
I had nothing else to offer him. I headed to my room, everything spinning in my head, drawn in the whirls
of a powerful vortex, yet reassured that I had partly redeemed my most recent lapse into the bloody ways
of the carnivore, a path onto which I trotted again after nine months of leading an ascetic life.
I slept late and missed lunch the next day.

In the evening I was ravenous and I was eating voraciously. We were dining on boiled beans and olives
because it was Wednesday.
I could feel the questioning looks of the monks on me. Like the first time I sat at the table with them. I
was eating greedily then too, since I hadn't had a thing for two days.
"You eat fast, eh?" Matthaios had jabbed.
"We all eat fast ..." the abbot corrected him sternly.



I grasped the chance:
"I can't resist greens. I wish I had more than one mouth. They are just so delightful."
And, taking a deep breath, I ejaculated bending over my plate:
"Meat, I never touch."
My calculation was correct: this caused great stupefaction. They remained silent for a while and I could
hear only the crunching of my teeth. Then, Matthaios asked with marked wonder:
"How long is it since you last ate meat?"
"For years. Over five," I said nonchalantly without blushing from my lie.
"How can you do it?" Matthaios was astounded. "If I were not a monk, I would eat meat every day. I long
for it so much."
Matthaios' frankness was greeted with an ironic look by the abbot and the conversation about meat
ended.
The frequent glances of the monks during tonight's meal made me self-conscious and I lost all appetite.
When the abbot put down his fork, the sign that the dinner was over, my plate was still half-full. As a
reminder of the unfair cancellation of the meal, my stomach was rumbling devilishly while the abbot
recited grace.
After the prayer the abbot told us goodnight and walked towards the door. Before he reached it, he
stopped and asked me:
"Did you see a donkey wandering in the monastery yesterday?"
"No, I didn't," I replied.
Matthaios and I always stayed behind for a couple of cigarettes before retiring.
Pretending ignorance, I asked if anything had happened.
"Terrible things," he replied, shaking his head as if to re-affirm his own judgement.
And immediately, looking at me knowingly, he asked:
"Truly, don't you know how the donkey got into the monastery?"
"Truly ..."
Something profane had occurred. A donkey had appeared in the Library and caused havoc. He upturned
the abbot's desk stepping over his papers and smashed to smithereens the sliding glass that protected
one side of the Library. A few books that were lying on the desk were totally destroyed.
I remained silent during Matthaios' narration, but inside I was growing worried for the fate of the sinful
beast.
"The mystery is how the donkey managed to get into the monastery since the gate was bolted."
Matthaios continued talking but I was not listening. I was thinking that the stray donkey sought refuge
and warmth in a freezing hall and this made my heart bleed. I remembered the day I found myself alone
in the Library of the monastery, alone amid the thousands of volumes.

I had just finished my regular wander around the derelict buildings of the monastery. I had left the wine
cellar with the damp, mouldy walls and the rows of disembowelled barrels. Thick swarms of insects
formed with the tiniest noise. I had been heading to the valley for a walk.
Yet noticing that the Library was unlocked - something not uncommon - I decided to go in. I had been
there before, but the vigilant eyes of the abbot watching over my every movement abated my eagerness
and curiosity.
Strange that even though the abbot was absent I still felt the same. I was looking at the books on the
walls and I felt powerless, not knowing which to choose.
I took a step back and leaned against the door. My eyes embraced the spines of the books stacked from
the floor to the ceiling. I focused on one at random as if I was hypnotised and without turning my gaze I
approached and took it off the self.
It was a manuscript, an ancient edition of a book of prayer. The leaves were in danger of disintegrating. I
raised the book to my lips and then returned it to its place. I picked up the adjacent one. It was a cheap
edition with hymns and psalms of a contemporary and well-known preacher. I began a cursory, casual
reading, skipping lines.
It suddenly appeared that this place was taunting me. Tongues sticking out of the selves were mocking
me. I quickly ran out and breathed freely. I never set foot in there again.

I asked Matthaios what had happened to the donkey.
"Good riddance," he said smiling.
After they tied a rope around his neck they led him out of the Library and dragged him into the empty
stable. The poor animal, sensing perhaps that the walk would not turn out well for him, dug its heels in
at one point, refusing to move.
Necessity, however, can persuade even the gods, let alone a poor donkey. Even though he had been
ignorant of the power of necessity, he learnt it first hand from the abbot's long stick that fell mercilessly
on his back. And, with bent head, he let them imprison him in the stable.



Fastening the padlock the abbot did not neglect to pronounce his punishment. The beast was sentenced
to death by starvation.
Yet despite the enforced purification of the sacrilegious beast through fasting, the abbot was not
satisfied. And he changed his decision.
He called a labourer whom he used as a handyman around the monastery. The abbot recounted the
bleak incident, gave the labourer a long, heavy club and instructed him in his task.
He entered the stable and with a few quick, strong strokes split the poor animal's head in two.
I was steeped in great turmoil. I pondered the terrifying scene of the merciless punishment and I felt the
boiled beans coming back up my throat. I hurriedly left the table.

While I was throwing up the lenten food, I felt convinced that last night's carnal feast was responsible for
this murder. At that moment, again and again, I swore off meat forever.

[1] "Kreophagia" [Carnivore] was published in 1992, in a collection of short stories titled Loutra [Baths]

(Athens: Kedros). Tassos Kapernaros is better known as a poet and Loutra is his only foray into fiction to

date. The seven pieces contained in Loutra share the same main character, the unnamed first person
narrator, who is doing his military service. Although it is not clear in "Carnivore," we know from the
previous story that the protagonist is stationed in a remote monastery on a small Greek island - an
unusual place to spend the military service, even by Greek standards.


