Phaethon’s yellow-haired sisters grieved for the beau-
tiful boy. They could not stop weeping. They stood on
the bank of the river where he had fallen, until Apollo,
unable to comfort them, changed them into poplar trees.
Here they still stand on the shore of ‘the river, weeping
tears of amber sap.

And, since that day, no one has been allowed to drive
the chariot of the sun except the sun god himself. But
there are still traces of Phaethon’s ride. The ends of the
earth are still covered with icecaps. Mountains still rum-
ble, trying to spit out the fire started in their bellies by
the diving sun. :
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‘His father was a Thracian king; his mother, the Muse

Calliope. For awhile he lived on Parnassus Witbth‘i's mother
and his eight beautiful aunts, and there met Apollo who
was courting the laughing Muse Thalia. Apollo was taken
with Orpheus and gave him a little go‘ldex? lyre,’ and
taught him to play. And his mother taught him to make
y v singing. o
VelSS: Shio grevvg ug to be a poet and musician sucl:n as the
world had never known. Fishermen used to coax him to go
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sailing with them early in the morning, and had him play
his lyre on the deck. They knew that the fish would come
up from the depths of the sea to hear him and sit on their
tails and listen as he played, making it easy to catch
them. But they were not caught, for as soon as Orpheus
began to play, the fishermen forgot all about their nets,
and sat on deck and listened with their mouths open —
just like the fish. And when he had finished, the fish
dived, the fishermen awoke, and all was as before. ;
- When he played in the fields, animals followed him,
sheep and cows and goats. And not only the tame ani-
mals, but the wild ones too — the shy deer, and wolves,
and bears. They all followed him, streaming across the
fields, following him, listening. When he sat down they
would gather in a circle about him, listening. Nor did
the bears and wolves think of eating the sheep until the
music had stopped, and it was too late. And they went
off growling to themselves about the chance they had
missed. '

And as he grew and practiced, he played more and
more beautifully, so that now not only animals but trees
followed him as he walked, wrenching themselves out of
the earth and hobbling after him on their twisted roots.
In Thrace now there are circles of trees that still stand,
listening.

People followed him too, of course; as he strolled about,

playing and singing. Men and women, boys and girls —

particularly girls. But as time passed and the faces
changed; he noticed that one face was always there. She
was always there — in front, listening — when he played.
She became especially noticeable because she began to
appear among his other listeners — among the animals
and the trees who listened as he played. So that, finally,
he knew, that wherever he might be, wherever he might
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strike up his lyre and raise his voice in song, whether peo-
ple were listening, or animals, or trees and rocks — she -
would be there — very slender and still with huge dark
eyes and long black hair, her face like a rose.

‘Then one day he took her aside and spoke to her. Her
name was Eurydice. She said she wanted to do nothing
but be where he was; always; and that she knew she
could not hope for him to love her; but that would not
stop her from following him, and serving him in any way .

_ she could. She would be happy to be his slave if he

wanted her to. =

Now this is the kind of thing any man likes to hear
in any age, particularly a voet. And, although Orpheus
was admired by many women and could have had his
choice, he decided that he must have this one, so much
like a child still, with her broken murmurs and ‘great
slavish eyes. And so he married her.

They lived happily, very happily, for a year and a day.
They lived in a little house near the river in a grove of
trees that pressed close, and they were so happy that
they rarely left home. People began to wonder why Or-
pheus was never seen about, why his wonderful lyre was

 never heard. They began to gossip, as people do. Some
said Orpheus was dead, killed by the jealous :

pollo for
playing so well. Others said he had fallen in love with
a river nymph, had gone into the water after her, and now
lived at the bottom of the river, coming up only at dawn
to blow tunes upon the reeds that grew thickly near the
shore. And others said that he had married dangerously,
that he lived with a sorceress, who with her enchant-
ments made herself so beautiful that he was chained to
her side, and would not leave her even for a moment.
Finally, it was the last rumor that people chose to be-
lieve. Among them was a visitor — Aristeus, a young king
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of Athens, Apollo’s son by the nymph Cyrene —and a
mighty hunter. Aristeus decided that he must see this
beautiful enchantress, and stationed himself in the grove
of trees, and watched the house. For two nights and two
days he watched. Then, finally, he saw a girl come out.
She made her way through the grove and went down the
path toward the river. He followed. When he reached
the river, he saw her there, taking off her tunic.

Without a word, he charged toward her, crashing like a
wild boar through the trees. Eurydice looked up, and saw
a stranger hwrtling toward her. She fled. Swiftly she ran
— over the grass toward the trees. She heard him panting
after her. She doubled back toward the river, and ran,
heedless of where she was going. Wild to escape, she
stepped full on a nest of coiled and sleeping snakes, who

awoke immediately and bit her leg in so many places that

she was dead before she fell. And Aristeus, rushing up,
found her lying in the reeds. ,

He left her body where he found it. There it lay until
Orpheus, looking for her, came at dusk, and saw her glim-
mering whitely like a fallen birch. By this time, Hermes
had come and gone, taking her soul with him to Tar-
tarus. Orpheus stood looking down at her. He did not
weep. He touched a string of his lyre once, absently, and
it sobbed. But only once — he did not touch it again. He
kept looking at her. She was pale and thin, her hair was
disheveled, her legs streaked with mud. She seemed more
childish than ever. He looked down at her, dissatisfied
with the way she looked, as he felt when he set a wrong
word in a verse. She was wrong this way. She did not

belong dead. He would have to correct it. He turned -

abruptly, and set off across the field.
He entered Tartarus at the nearest place, a passage in
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the mountains called Aornos, and walked through a cold
mist until he came to the river Styx. He saw shades wait-
ing there to be ferried across, but not Eurydice. She mu.st
have crossed before. The ferry came back and put out its
plank, and the shades went on board, each one reaching
under his tongue for the penny to pay the fare. But the
ferryman, Charor, huge and swart and scowling, stopped
Orpheus when he tried to embark. .

“Stand off!” he cried. “Only the dead go here.”

Orpheus touched his lyre and began to sing — a river
song, a boat song, about streams running in the sunlight,
and boys making twig boats, and then growing up to be
young men who go in boats, and how they row down the
river thrusting with powerful young arms, and what the
water smells like in the morning when you are young,
and the sound of oars dipping. . e o

And Charon, listening, felt himself carried back to
own youth — to the time before he had been taken
Hades and put to work on the black r

5o lost in ' memory that the great. sweep oa fell fxomlns
~ hand, and he stood there, dazed, tears streaming down
_ his face — and Orpheus up the oar, and rowed across.

" The shades filed off the ferry and through the gates of
Tartarus. Orpheus followed them. Then he heard a
hideous growling. An enormous dog with thx'ee,,heads,
each one uglier than the next, slavered and snarled. It was
the three-headed dog Cerberus, who guarded the gates

- .of Tartarus. '

Orpheus unslung his lyre and played..He played a d-'og
song, a hound song, a hunting song. In it was the fam.t
far yapping of happy young hounds finding a fresh trafl
—~dogs with one graceful head in the middle where it
should be, dogs that run through the light and shade of
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the forest chasing stags and wolves, as dogs should do,

and are not forced to stand forever before dark -gates,

barking at ghosts.

- Cerberus lay down, and closed hlS six eyes lolled his
three tongues, and went to sleep to dream of the days
when he had been a real dog, before he had been cap-
tured and changed and trained as a sentinel for the dead.
Orpheus stepped over him, and went through the gates.

Through the Field of Asphodel he walked, playing. The
shades twittered thin glee like bats giggling. Sisyphus
stopped pushing his stone, and the stone itself poised on
the side of the hill to listen, and did not fall back. Tantalus
heard, and stopped lunging his head at the water; the
music laved his thirst. Minos, and Rhadamanthys, and
Aeacus, the great judges of the dead, heard the music on
their high benches, and fell dreaming about the old days
on Crete where they had been young princes, about the
land battles and the sea battles and the white bulls and
the beautiful maidens and the flashing swords, and all the

days gone by. They sat there, listening, eyes bhnded with -

tears, deaf to litigants.

Then Hades, king of the underworld, lord of the dead,
knowing his great proceedings disrupted, waited sternly
on his throne as Orpheus ﬂpproaehed : '

“No more cheap minstrel tricks,” he cried. “I am a god.
My rages are not to be assuaged, nor my decrees nulli-
fied. No one comes to Tartarus without being sent for.
No one has before, and no one will again, when the tale
is told of the torments I intend to put you to.”

"Orpheus touched his lyre and sang a song that con-

jured up a green field, and a grove of trees, and a slender -

girl painting flowers, and all the light about her head,
with the special clearness there was when the world had
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just begun. He sang of how that girl made a sight so
pleasing as she played with the flowers that the birds
overhead gossiped of it, and the moles underground —
until the word reached even gloomy Tartarus, where a

~ dark king heard, and went up to see for himself. Orpheus

sang of that king seeing the girl for the first time in a
great wash of early sunlight, and what he felt when he
saw that stalk-slender child in her tunic and green shoes

moving with her paintpot among the flowers, of the fever

that ran in his blood when first he put his mighty arm
about her waist, and drank her screams with his dark
lips, and tasted her tears; of the grief that had come upon
him when he almost lost her again to her. mother by
Zeus’s decree; and of the joy that filled him when he
learned that she had eaten of the pomegranate.
Persephone was sitting at Hades' side. She began to
cxy Hades looked at he1. She leaned fmwaxd and whis-

did not weep, but no one had ever seen
liant. '

“Your verse has affected

~We are disposed to hear.

i3

“My wife” '
“What have we to do Wlth your wxfe‘r‘
“She is here. She was brought here today Her name IS_

Em‘ydlce. I wish to take her back with me.”

“Never done,” said Hades. “A disastrous precedent.”

“Not so, great Hades,” said Orpheus. “This one stroke
of unique mercy will illumine like a lightning flash the
caverns of your dread decree. Nature exists by propor-
tion, and perceptions work by contrast, and the gods
themselves are part of nature. This brilliant act of kind-
ness, 1 say, will make cruelty seem like justice for all
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the rest of time. Pray give me back my wife again, great
monarch. For I will not leave without her — not for all
the torments that can be devised.”

He touched his lyre once again, and the Eumenides,
hearing the music, flew in on their hooked wings, their
brass claws tinkling like bells, and poised in the air above

Hades throne. The terrible hags cooed like doves, say-

ing, “Just this once, Hades. Let him have her. Let her go.”
Hades stood up then, black-caped and towering. He
looked down at Orpheus, and said, “I must leave the
laurel leaves and the loud celebrations to my bright
nephew Apollo. But I, even I, of such dour repute, can
be touched by eloquence. Especially when it attracts such
unlikely advocates. Hear me then, Orpheus. You may have
- your wife. She will be given into your care, and you will
conduct her yourself from Tartarus to the upper light.
But if, during your journey, you look back once, only
once — if, for any reason whatever you turn -your eyes
from where you are headed and look back toward where
you were — then my leniency is revoked, and Eurydice
will be taken from you again, and forever. Go. . . .”
Orpheus bowed, once to Hades, once to Persephone,
lifted his head and smiled a half-smile at the hovering
Furies, turned and walked away. Hades gestured: And as
Orpheus walked through the fields of Tartarus, Eurydice
fell into step behind him. He did not see her. He thought
she was there, he was sure she was there. He thought he
could hear her footfall, but the black grass was thick;
he could not be sure. But he thought he recognized her
breathing — that faint sipping of breath he had heard so
‘many nights near his ear; he thought he heard her breath-
ing, but the air again was full of the howls of the tor-
mented, and he could not be sure. -
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But Hades had given his word; he had to believe — and
50 he visualized the girl behind him, following him as he
led. And he walked steadily, through the Field of As-
phodel toward the gates of Tartarus. The gates opened as
he approached. Cerberus was still asleep in the middle
of the road. He stepped over him. Surely he could hear
her now, walking behind him. But he could not turn
around to see, and he could not be sure because of the
cry of vultures which hung in the air above the river
Styx like gulls over a bay. Then, on the gangplank, he
heard a footfall behind him, surely. ... Why, oh why, did

she walk so lightly? Something he had always loved, but
he wished her heavier-footed now. ‘ L
He went to the bow of the boat ayndﬁ gazed st nly
ahead, clenching his teeth, and tensing his neck unti
“became a thick halter of muscle so that he co

his head. On the other side, climbing tow

of Aornos, the air was full of the roating

cataracts that fell chasm-deep toward Sty

not hear her walking, and he cot q

ing. But he kept a

£ , )

xcitement as she approached the upper air. Then, finally,
he saw a blade of light cutting the gloom, and knew that
it was the sun falling through the narrow crevasse which
“is Aornos, and that he had brought Eurydice back to
earth. ' g
But had he? How did he know she was there? How did

he know that this was not all a trick of Hades? Who calls
the gods to judgment? Who can accuse them if they lie?
Would Hades, implacable Hades, who had had the great
Asclepius murdered for pulling a patient back from death,
would that powerful thwarting mind that had imagined
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the terrain of Tartarus, and the bolts of those gates, and
dreamed a three-headed dog — could such a mind be
turned to mercy by a few notes of music, a few tears?
Would he who made the water shrink always from the
thirst of Tantalus, and who toyed with Sisyphus’ stone,
rolling it always back and forth — could this will, this
black ever-curdling rage, this dire fancy, relent and let a
girl return to her husband just because the husband had
asked? Had it been she following him through the Field
of Asphodel, through the paths of Tartarus, through the
gates, over the river? Had it been she or the echoes of his
own fancy — that cheating mourner’s fancy, which, kind

but to be cruel, conjures up the beloved face and voice '

only to scatter them like smoke? Was it this, then? Was
this the final cruelty? Was this the torment Hades had
promised? ‘Was this the final ironic flourish of death’s
scepter, which had always liked to cudgel poets? Had he
come back without her? Was it all for nothing? Or was she
there? Was she there?

Swiftly he turned, and looked back. She was there. It

‘was she. He reached his hand to take hers and draw her -

out into the light — but the hand turned to smoke. The
arm turned to smoke. The body became mist, a spout of
mist. And the face melted. The last to go was the mouth
with its smile of welcome. Then it melted. The bright
vapor blew away in the fresh upper current of air that
blew through the crevasse from the upper world. -
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',Of‘ all thé nympbhs of river and wood, a dryad named Echo
was the best beloved. She was not only very beautiful

and very kind, but had a haunting musical voice. The
other dryads and naiads and creatures of the wood begged
her to sing to them and tell them stories — and she did.
She was a great favorite of Aphrodite who used to come
all the way from Olympus to chat with Echo and listen
to her tales. Being goddess of love, she was especially con-
cerned with gossip — which is mostly about who loves
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