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Circe

Needle in air, I stopped what I was meking. From t?xe_
upper casement, my Jookout on the sea, I saw them dis-
embark and find the path; I heard that whole drove of
_mine break loose on the beautiful strangexs. I slipped down

the ladder. When I heard men breathing and sandals kick-

" ing the stones, 1 threw open the door. A .s_haft of light
~ from the zenith struck my brow, and the wind let out my

hair. Something clse swayed my body outward.
“Welcome!” 1 said—the most

- world.

side—and with such a grunting and frisking at their heels
to the very threshold. Star-gazers! They sturnbled on my
polished floor, strewing sand, crowding on each other, siz-

ing up the household for gifts (thinking already of sail- -

ing away), and sighted upwards where the ladder went,
" {6 the sighs of theisland gitls who peeped from the kitchen

door. In the hope of a bath, they looked in awe at their

hands. o
- T left them thus,
With their tear-bright eyes

and withdrew to make the broth.
they watched me come in

with the great winking tray, and circle the room in'a’

winding wreath of steam. Fach in turn with a pair of

“black-ndiled hands

swept up his bowl. The first were trot-
102 oo h '

dangerous word in the

Heads lifted to the smell of my bread, they trooped in- -
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_ ting at my heels while the last still reached with their
‘hands. Then the last drank too, and dredging their snouts
from the bowls, let go and shuttled into the company.
That moment of transformation—only the gods really
Iike it! Men and beasts almost never take in enough of
~ the wonder to justify the trouble. The floor was swaying
like a bridge in battle. “Outside!” I commanded. “No dirt
. s allowed in this house!” In the end, it takes phenomenal
neatness of housekeeping to put it through the heads of
men that they are swine. With my wand seething in the
_ air like a broom, T drove them all through the door—
twice as many hooves as there had been feet before—to
join their brothers, who rushed forward to meet them now,
~ filthily rivaling, but welcoming. What tusks I had given
~ them!
As T shut the door on the sight, and'drew back into my
privacy—deathless privacy that heals everything, even the
* effort of magic—I felt something from behind press like
the air of heaven before a storm, and reach like another
wand over my head. o o -
I spun round, thinking, O gods, it has failed me, it’s
drying up. Before everything, I think of my power. One
man was left. - o ' ,,
“What makes you think you’re different from anyone
else?” T screamed; and he laughed. ~ .
"Before I’d beélieve it, I ran back to my broth. I had
thought it perfect—I’d allowed no other woman to come
near it. I tasted, and it was perfect—swimming with oys-
ters from my reef and flecks of golden pork, redolent with
“leaves of bay and basil and rosemary, with the glass of
island wine tossed in at the last: it has been my infallible
recipe: Circe’s broth: all the gods have heard of it and
envied it. No, the fault had to be in the drinker. If a
_man remained, unable to leave that magnificent body of -
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his, then enchantment had met with a hero. Oh, I know -

those prophecies as well as the back.of my hand—only
- nothing is here to warn me when it is now.
- The island girls, those servants I support, stood there

.in the kitchen and smiled at me. I threw kettle and all -

“at their withering heels. Let them learn that unmagical
~people are put into the world to justify and serve the
magical—not to smile at them!

- I whirled back again. The hero stood as before. But
his laugh had gone too, after his friends. His gaze was
empty, as though I were not in it—I was invisible. His

-hand groped across the rushes of a chair. I moved be-
yond him and bolted the door against the murmurous out-

suie Still invisibly, I took away his sword. I sent his

'tunic away to the spring for washing, and I, with my -

own hands, gave him his bath. Then he sat and dried

himself before the fire—carefuily, the only mortal man on_

an island in the sea. I rubbed oil on his shadowy shoul-

ders, and on the rope of curls in which his jaw was set. .

His rapt ears still listened to the human silence there.
T know your- name,” I sa1d in the voice of a woman,
“and- you know mine by now.’

" T took the chain from my waist, it slipped shining to .

- the floor between us, where it lay as if it slept, as I came
forth. Under my palms he stood warm and dense as a
myrtle grove at noon. His limbs were heavy, braced like
a sleep-walker’s who has wandered, alas, to cliffs above

- the sea. When I passed before him, his arm lifted and
- barred my way. When I held up the glass he opened his

- mouth. He fell among the pillows, his still-open eyes two

hand

It was he who in a burst of speech- announced the end
of day. As though the hour brou ht a signal to the wan-

clouds stopped over the sun, and I llfted and kissed his
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derer, he told me a story, while the owl made comment
outside. He told me of the monster with one eye—he had
put out the eye, he said. Yes, said the owl, the monster
is growmg another, and anew man will sail along to blind
it again. I had heard it all before, from man and owl. I -
-didn’t want his story, I wanted his secret.
When Venus leaned at the window, I called hlm by

name, but he had talked himself into a dream, and his
dream had him fast. I now saw through the cautious herb .
that had protected him from my broth. From the first,
he had found some way to resist my power. He must
laugh, sleep, ravish, he must talk and sleep. Next it would
" be he must die. I looked an age into that face above the -
beard’s black crescent, the eyes turned Ioose from mine.
like the statues’ that sleep on the hill. I took him by the
locks of his beard and heir, but he rolled away with his
snore to the very floor of sleep—as far beneath my reach
as the drowned sailor dropped out. of Ins, in the tale he
told of the sea.

I thought of my father the Sun, who went on hls divine-.
way untroubled, ambitionless—unconsumed ; suffering no - -
loss, no heroic fear of corruption through his constant
‘shedding of light, needing no story, no retinue to vouch

- for where he has been—even heroes could learn -of the

gods!
Yet I know they keep somethlng from me, asleep and-

_awake. There exists a mortal mystery, that, if I knew

where it was, I could crush like an island grape. Only

frailty, it seems, can divine it—and I was not endowed

with that property. They live by frailty! By the moment!

" I tell myself that it is only a mystery, and mystery is only

uncertainty. (There is no mystery in magic! Men are
gwine: let it be said, and no sooner said than done.} Yet

. mortals alone can divine where it lies in each other, can

find it and prick it in all its peril, with an instrument
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made of air. I swear that only to possess that one, tri-

fling secret, I would willingly turn myself into & harm-

. less dove for the rest of eternity! Co .

" When presently he leapt up, I had nearly forgotten he

~would move again—as a golden hibiscus startles you, all

flowers, when you are walking in some weedy place apart.
“Yes, but he would not dine. Dinner was carried in, but

" he would not dine with me until I would undo that day’s

havoe in the pigsty. I pointed out that his portion was

served in a golden bowl—the very copy of that bowl my

own father the Sun crosses back in each night after his
~ journey of the day. But he cared nothing for beauty that
was not of the world, he did not want the first taste of

anything new. He wanted his men back. In the end, it

‘was necessary for me to cloak myself and go down in the
dark, under the willows where the bones are hung to the

wind, into the sty; and to sort out and bring up his.

friends again from their muddy labyrinth. I had to pass
them back through the doorway as themselves. I could not
skip or brush lightly over one—he named and counted.
Then he could look at them all he liked, staggering up

| - on their hind legs before him, Their jaws sank asthmati-

cally, and he cried, “Do you know me?”

«]t’s Odysseus!” I called, to spoil the moment. But with

a shout he had already. sprung to their damp embrace.
- Reunions, it seems, are to be celebrated. (I have never

had such a thing.) All of us feasted together on meat
and bread, honey and wine, snd the fire roared. We heard

out the flute player, we heard out the story,-and the fair-
haired sailor, whose name is now forgotten, danced on the .
table and pleased them. When the fire was black, my. serv-
ants came languishing from the kitchen, and all the way

_up the ladder to.the beds above they had to pull the

drowsy-kneed star-gazers, spilling laughter and songs all -
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the way. I could hear them calling away to the girls as
they would call them home. But the pigsty was where
they belonged. ' ‘ A
‘Hand in hand, we climbed to my tower room. ‘His
checks were grave and his eyes black, put out with puz-

“zles and solntions, We conversed of signs, omens, premo-

nitions, riddles and dreams, and ended in fierce, cold sleep.
Strange man, as unflinching and as wouhd up as I am.
Yis short life and my long one have their ground in com-
mon. Passion is our ground, our island—do others exist?

His sailors came jumping down in the morning, full of
themselves and stories. Preparing the breakfast, I watched
them tag one another, Tun rough-and-tumble around the '
table, regaling the house. “What did I do? How far did ~

- I go with it?” and in a reckless reassurance imitating the
- sounds of pigs at-each other’s backs. They were certainly

more winsome now than they could ever have been before;

'1°d made them younger, too, while I was about it. But

tell me of one that appreciated it! Tell me one now who

- Jooked my way until I had brought him his milk and figs. -

When he made his appearance, we. devoured a god’s

- breakfast—all, the very sausages, taken for granted. The
-~ kitchen girls simpered and cried that if this went on, we'd

be eaten out of house and home. But I didn’t care if I
put-the house under greater stress for this one mortal
than I ever dreamed of for myself—even on those lonely
dull mornings when mist wraps the island and hides every
path of the sea, and when my heart is black. _
But a. stir was upon them all from the moment they
rose from the table. Treading on their napkins, tracking -
the clean floor with honey, they deserted me in the house
and collected, arms wound on each other’s shoulders, to

talk beneath the sky. There they were in a knot, with/
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him in the center of it. He folded his arms and sank his -
- golden weight on one leg, while every ear on the island

listened. I stood in the door and waited.

He walked up and said, “Thank you, Circe, for the

hospitality we have enjoyed beneath your roof.”

“What is the occasion for a speech?” 1 asked.
“We are setting sail,” he said. “A year’s visit is visit
" enough. It’s time we were on our way.”
Ever since the morning Time came and sat on the world,
men have been on the run as fast as they can go, with
beauty flung over their shoulders. 1 ground my teeth. I
. raised my wand in his face. - : :

“You've put yourself to great trouble for us. You may.

have done too much,” he said. _
T undid as much as 1 did! I cried. “That was hard.”
"He gave me a pecking, recapitulating kiss, his black
~ ‘beard thrust at me like a shoe. I kissed it, his mouth, his
~ wrist, his shoulder, I put my eyes to his eyes, through
which T saw seas toss, and to.the cabinet of his chest.
" He turned and raised an arm to the others. “Tomor-
row.” L o _ :
The knot broke and they wandered apart to the shore.

They were not so forlorn when they could eat acorns and

trot quickly where they would go.

- Tt was as though I hadino memory, to discover how -
early and late the cicadas drew long sighs like the play-

ing out of all my silver shuttles. Wasn’t it always the

time of greatest heat, the Dog Star running with the =
~ Sun? The sea the color of honey looked sweet even to the-

tongue, the salt and vengeful sea. My grapes had ripened
all over again while we stretched and drank our wine,
and I ordercd the harvest gathered and pressed—but this
. wine, I made clear to the servants, was to. store. Fospi-

tality is one thirig, but I must consider how my time is
endless, how I shall need wine endlessly. They smiled ; but

.magic is the tree, and intoxication is just the little bird 4

that flies in it to sing and flies out again. But the wan-
derers were watching the sun and waiting for the stars.

Now the nizht wind was rising. I went my way over
the house as I do by night to see if all is well and-hold-
ing together. From the rooftop I looked out. I saw the
vineyards spread out like wings on the hill, the servants’
huts and the swarthy groves, the sea awake, and the eye
of the black ship. I saw in the moonlight the dance of

the bones in the willows. “Old, displeasing ones!” 1 sang

to them on the wind. “There’s another now more displeas-
ing then you! Your bite would be swester to my mouth

than the soft kiss of a wanderer.” I looked up at Cas-

siopeia, who sits there and needs nothing, pale in her chair
in the stream of heaven. The old Moon was still at work.
“Why keep it up, old woman?” 1 whispered to her, while

the lions roared among the rocks; but I could hear plainly
. the crying of birds nearby and along the mournful shore.

I swayed, and was flung backward by my torment. X
believed that I lay in disgrace and my blood ran green,

‘like the wand that breaks in two. My sight returned to
" me when I awoke in the pigsty, in the red and black au-

rora of flesh, and it was day.

. They sailed from me, all but one. - L
" The youngest—Elpenor was his name—fell from my

roof. He had forgotten where he had gone to sleep. Drunk .

on the last night, the drunkest of them all—so as not to
be known any longer as only the youngest—he'd gone to
sleep on the rooftop, and when they called him, his step.

- went off iqto_ai‘r'; I saw him beating down through the. '
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light with rosy fists, as though he’d never left his mother’s
side till then. ‘ -

They all ran from the table as though a star had fallen.
They stood or they crouched above Elpenor fallen in my

yard, low-voiced now like conspirators—as indeed they -

were, They wept for Elpenor lying on his faee, and for
themselves, as he wept for them the day they came, when
I had made them swine. '

He knelt and touched Elpenor, and like a lover lifted

him; then each in turn held the transformed boy in his

arms. They brushed the leaves from his face, and smoothed
his red locks, which were still in their tangle from his brief
attempts at love-making and from his too-sound sleep.

I spoke from the door. “When you dig the grave for |

that one, and bury him in the lonely sand by the shadow

of your fleeing ship, write on the stone: ‘I died of love.””
"1 thought I spoke in epitaph—in the idiom of man.
* But when they heard me, they left Elpenor where he lay,
- and ran. Red-limbed, with linens sparkling, they sped over
‘the windy path from house to ship like a rainbow in the
sun, like new butterflies turned erratically to sea, While

he stood in the prow and shouted to them, they loaded the '

greedy ship. They carried off their gifts from me—all un-
appreciated, unappraised. , : :
" 1 slid out of their path. I had no need to see them set
sail, knowing as well as if I'd been ahead' of them all the
way, the far and wide, misty and islanded, bright and in-
delible and menacing world under which they all must go.
But foreknowledge is not the same as the last word. -
My cheek against the stony ground, I could hear the

swine like summer thunder. These were with me still, pets

" now, once again—grumbling without meaning. I rose to

" my feet. I was sickened, with child. The ground fell away
before me, blotted with sweet myrtle, with high oak that

/ - T
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would have given me a ship too, if I were not tied to my

island, as Cassiopeia must be to the sticks and stars of
her chair. We were a rim of fire, a ring on the sea. His

- ship was a moment’s gleam on a wave. The little son, I
knew, was to follow—follow and slay him. That was the

story. For whom is a story enough? For the wanderers
who will tell it—it’s where they must find their strange
felicity. h . o &
"1 stood on my rock and wished for grief. It would not
corne. Though I could shriek at the rising Moon, and she,
so near, would wax or wane, there was still grief, that
couldn’t hear me—grief that cannot be round or plain or
solid-bright or running on its track, where a curse could
get at it. It has'no heavenly course; it is like mystery,
and knows where to hide itself. At last it does not even

breathe. I cannot find the dusty mouth of grief. I am sure .-

now grief is a ghost—only a ghost in Hades, where un-
grateful Odysseus is going-—waiting on him. ‘



