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E (Excerpts)
by Matthew Weiss

`Ελκος ἔχων ὁ ξεῖνος ἐλάνθανεν: ὡς ἀνιηρόν

πνεῦμα διὰ στηθέων ‘εἶδες;’ ἀνηγάγετο,

τὸ τρίτον ἡνίκ’ ἔπινε, τὰ δὲ ῥόδα φυλλοβολεῦντα

τὠνδρὸς ἀπὸ στεφάνων πάντ’ ἐγένοντο χαμαί:

ὤπτηται μέγα δή τι: μὰ δαίμονας οὐκ ἀπὸ ῥυσμοῦ

εἰκάζω, φωρὸς δ’ ἴχνια φὼρ ἔμαθον.

Our friend was wounded, and we knew it not; 

how bitter a sigh, ‘mark you?’ he drew up all 

his breast. Lo, he was drinking the third time,

and shedding their petals from the fellow’s 

garlands, the roses all poured to the ground. 

He is well in the fire, surely; no, by the gods,

I guess not at random; a thief myself, I know 

a thief’s footprints.

—Callimachus, Epigram XLIII.

Trans. J. W. Mackail

The symbol which today we call the heart (() has its origins in the ancient Greek colony of Cyrene, or modern day Libya. The chief export of Cyrene was silphium, a type of fennel-like plant used as both seasoning and medicine. The resin of silphium, called lasar or lasarpicium, was the central export of Cyrene such that the region became inextricably associated with it. (cf. Catullus VII, “…quam magnus numerus Libyssae harenae lasarpiciferis iacet Cyrenis…” Trans. “As great a number [of kisses as] of the Libyan sands that lie at silphium-bearing Cyrene…”) 


In fact, the coins of Cyrene depict the plant on one side and its seed on the other. It’s seed is in the perfect shape of a heart.

Writing from the period, including that of the aforementioned Catullus, associated silphium with love and sexuality. Cf. Pausanius’s Description of Greece (3.16.3): 

ὁ δὲ οἰκίας μὲν τῆς ἄλλης ἐκέλευεν αὐτοὺς ἔνθα ἂν ἐθέλωσιν οἰκῆσαι, τὸ δὲ οἴκημα οὐκ ἔφη δώσειν: θυγάτηρ γὰρ ἔτυχέν οἱ παρθένος ἔχουσα ἐν αὐτῷ δίαιταν. ἐς δὲ τὴν ὑστεραίαν παρθένος μὲν ἐκείνη καὶ θεραπεία πᾶσα ἡ περὶ τὴν παῖδα ἠφάνιστο, Διοσκούρων δὲ ἀγάλματα ἐν τῷ οἰκήματι εὑρέθη καὶ τράπεζά τε καὶ σίλφιον ἐπ' αὐτῇ. 

He replied that they might lodge in any other part of the house they wished, but that they could not have the chamber. For it so happened that his maiden daughter was living in it. By the next day, the maiden and all her girlish apparel has disappeared and in the room were found images of the Dioscuri
, a table and silphium upon it. 

(Trans. by W. H. S. Jones) 

This was because, as Pliny the Elder tells us, lasarpicium had the power to terminate pregnancy. It was widely used as a contraceptive in Ancient Greece, Egypt and all over the Mediterranean. 

Cyrene’s Greek colonists and later Roman provincial governors, farmed silphium extensively. In addition to its other uses, the plant provided excellent grazing for farm animals.


By the reign of Nero, silphium had become virtually extinct, such that Pliny also was able to tell us that the last stalk of silphium was presented to Nero himself “as a curiosity.”

(
…Stranded:
On the beach scattered roses lay when a ship had sunk bearing roses to Delphi where games were being held. I stepped across the shells and petals lying in heaps of red along the shore. 


With gold love I loved her, with one eyebrow missing and the other faint and her locks, which on special days, stuck out around her cheeks. They say Apollo himself blessed her when she came from the womb. He shone and sun-kissed her hair. 


She was my friend.


Isn’t that the strongest love I can offer? The most honest?

She was a virgin like Artemis and I too once caught her bathing, clad in nothing but the night and moon. 


The trees parted and I saw her with her arms in her hair, shimmering in cool water. I looked down and felt my cheek. 


“Hello?”


I called out, averting my eyes.


“Hi,” she answered.


She lived with her father, brother and sister and had a room with clay walls. She told me her mother claimed to have been descendent from Lesbos, from Sappho herself. I recognized in her nose Aeolian grace. 


Her family had friends and she was always with acquaintances from Athens, Thessaly or Rome. I saw her on the days she came to the temple to ask her questions. 


“If I never tell him…”


“If I love him…”


“If I don’t…”


“If I can never live here…”


“If I can never leave…”


“If I…”


“If…”


So many ifs, I heard them all as she descended the stairs, cautiously each time, as if she’d never been there before, rehearsing her wish before she reached the Oracle. They say Delphi is the womb of the world and that the temple lies at the world’s center. Even so, she sometimes shivered when she emerged, her question never answered, but hopes rekindled and she always came to talk to me where I stood by the wall where the sages of all Greece had come together many years ago to dedicate their wisdom to Apollo:

Know Thyself

Nothing In Excess

and a letter E rising above the room. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the E and asked me what it meant.


I picked up a rose petal from the green and yellow shore and pressed it between my fingers.

Know Thyself.

Nothing In Excess.

E.
“Quaeris, quot mihi basiationes tuae, Lesbia, sint satis superque…quam sidera multa, cum tacet nox, furtivos hominum vident amores…” – Catullus VII


“You ask how many of your kisses are enough and more than enough for me, Lesbia… as many as the stars, when night is silent, they see the secret loves of men…”


Carved on a wall, in the midst of the ruins, is the Hymn to Apollo. It is the earliest known example of notated music in the Western World. 


And while it was written in 138 B.C., it is well known that those notes have been hanging around Delphi for centuries, leaning on lintels and exploring the cracks in the rocks. And while we know the hymn was written by an Athenian, it could have been written by anyone seized by divine inspiration. In the time and place designated by history, the First Delphic Hymn was written to commemorate the Pythian games held that same year.


But during the Pythian Games held about a hundred years previously, I know for a fact that those notes were heard by a priest of Apollo, lying on the sand, outside Kirrha, gazing into the distance at the ships bearing Greeks, the last of which blocked the sunset.

(
All I know how to do is teach. That’s why I was chosen as a priest to Apollo—Apollo, the great teacher, golden haired. I went to the games that night because she would be there. The sky was a deep-purple at the top of the mountain and the races were beginning. Fires were lit, big bonfires that flickered above the tree-line into the clouds and the smoke rose with the voice of the chorus and the shouts. Everyone from Delphi, the center of the world, was intermingling, even the guards from the temple. I was sure the small, shrouded figure they buffeted past the crowd was the Oracle herself, come in secret.

Know Thyself


I know myself. I know myself too well. When I was eight, my mother told me I stole away from our house, not too far from here, and wandered up Parnassos where I could see the two cliffs which enclose Delphi and the olive groves below. I can remember the sun roaring out from behind a cloud and striking the cliff faces and the blinding light—like mirrors, the cliffs, they shone—and passing out, rolling down the hill. My mother says when they found me, sick from stolen olives, the grass which I crushed as I tumbled down formed the shape of E.


It was coincidence, I said, but they took me to the temple and I saw the E for the first time there. I was taught to tend the temple and keep the sacred fire burning while the Pythia spun her hexameters below. I know myself because I am nothing and there is nothing to know. The world is infinite and oppressive, unexplored, my soul is finite and dark. Maybe Know Thyself is good for somebody, but to me who must be mocked by it at all hours of the day—the smug utterances of the Five Sages—Know Thyself!—What is there to know?
Nothing In Excess


…except love which is boundless. I went looking for the Muses on Mount Helikon, just miles away, to hear their pounding feet. This was before I’d met her—and I heard Sappho sing to me, Muse No. 10, from the white spring:

…but my tongue is broken down, and straightaway a subtle fire has run under my skin, with my eyes I have no sight, my ears ring, sweat pours down, and a trembling seizes all my being; I am paler than grass—

(Trans. H. T. Wharton)

And so was I, lying there invisible, hearing that phrase of Homeric origin and it was green fear which inhabited me. 

Should I not have been a priest of Aphrodite? 

But then, Apollo and I both, neither of us have tasted pussy—he got Daphne’s wood, and I came up with nothing but dry grass.

My uncle came to live with us and he had a low voice. He sang for us that Sappho poem and to him alone I confessed my love. And he told me: Nothing In Excess. So I stopped running up mountainsides and I forgot about her, until she came along and I fell in love again. But I was older, and they expected I was past that. 

My brother and I have a rivalry—we will never let on which of us is older. He and his wife, but she was not his wife then, laid claim to the couch and made love on it every night. They cast me dirty looks until I left. I went out, pacing back and forth, until someone came to me just as I was departing from the temple. He asked to see the Oracle, but the line was long that night and so seeing me, scrabbling in the dirt, in my white robes, he asked me his question.

“If my wife is unfaithful, what should I do? And if I love her and she’s wronged me, what should I do?”

And I, shining like Apollo, told him: Nothing In Excess. Afterwards, I realized his wife was my brother’s mistress. This was after the man died, struck down by Zeus, coming home from the shore. My brother took this as a sign, or maybe he himself had thrown the lightning bolt—in any case, he married his love. My brother is older than I because he’s happy. And yet, I feel so much older. But my goal is to be ageless—for what is youth or old age, but excess? And there shall be

Nothing In Excess.

She, wine-drunk, rosy (I felt the petals in my hands), had been separated from her friends. Our dilemma is to be both the loveliest things and the most obscure. I pushed my way through the crowd, ducking beneath torches carried by men and women. I found her, sitting on a rock, with a stick, drawing in the sand, and at that moment—I wanted to preserve that moment by carving it into marble which would chip away and erode over time until her lovely face was washed away and nothing around would be saved except an empty shoulders, lovely shoulders, and a smell of past time—and a feeling that not everything was accounted for, because soon her missing features would become a part of her, no one would know any different, and my lady would be a lady done in parts. She would become the emptiness as the emptiness becomes her.

“How are you?”

“Good.”

I felt my cheek. She continued, “I’m not going with them.”

“Who?”

“Nikolai and the others I told you about. They’re going to Crete to visit Knossos, then see the ruins.”

“What happened?”

“There was an eruption, an earthquake centuries ago—“

“I know that, I mean about your friends.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I have too much to do here. And I don’t know…”

“Did they just leave you here?”

I gestured to the rock and the sand.

“What should I do?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You always know what to do.”

“Well, you know…”—and I almost cried—“Nothing In Excess.”
“What does that mean?”

“Know Thyself. Don’t make any big changes unless you’re ready to handle them.”

All I know how to do is teach.

“But I can’t decide. Just tell me what to do.”

She was standing now and the branches seemed to move around her, to shelter her.

“It’s going to rain,” I said.

“Is there anything you don’t know?”

I hesitated and answered her seriously.

“I don’t know what E means and it’s what I should know most of all.”

Her Aeolian nose wrinkled.

I told her, “If I knew what E meant, I feel like I’d know everything. E’s the secret, E’s the key to everything… We’ve forgotten our past.”

We came to the temple and I showed her the E. I hummed the Hymn to Apollo, the Delphic Hymn while tracing lines in the rock. The walls seemed to be dripping oily fire.

Because my words hadn’t done anything, because she was still stuck in Delphi, and while she tried to hide it, her white face was weeping, the little corners of her mouth and the curl of her hair which always struck out was flat like melting wax.

And with the sweetness, Sappho returned, all jumbled up, speaking in fragments, like I was catching up to a traveling word going past—or feeling a plant tug at my ankle as I slid downstream,



“a very long farewell to the child of Polyonaktes…”



“full appeared the moon and when they around the alter took their places…”



“far more sweetsounding that a lyre, golder than gold,”

“lady Dawn,”



“delicate Adonis is dying,” and I beheld the stars, who, when night is silent, they see the secret loves of men. 

And I felt divine.

I took her down in darkness, the sweetness falling over our heads, into the inner chamber. The fire was still burning, but the room was empty. She asked me no more questions, the sight of E upon the wall—it struck her dumb, bathing her eyes in divine perfume.

I never would have touched her, she was lovely, but not beautiful, with that one eyebrow missing and her big face which was now flushed and expressionless. 

But the cushions there, and we had to stoop, the ceiling was low.

Oh, come now, Muses, and go to the 

craggy sacred place upon the far-seen, 

twin-peaked Parnassus, celebrated and 

dear to us, Pierian maidens. Repose on 

the snow-clad mountain top; celebrate

the Pythian Lord with the golden 

sword, Phoebus, whom Leto bore

 unassisted on the Delian rock, 

surrounded by silvery olives, the 

luxuriant plant which the Goddess 

Pallas long ago brought forth.

(Trans. Richard Hooker)

I got what I wanted. Lying there, I expected E to come to me willingly as she had done, and I saw it moving out in the distance of the night. But it was just an E and nothing more. I was left alone with her shallow wheezing and her hand which twitched.

The next day, they said they found that she and all her girlish apparel had disappeared and in the room were found images of the Dioscuri, a table and silphium upon it.

(

She returned nine months later with a bruise on her left arm and carried the ghost of her unborn child in a basket at her side. I saw her in mid-step, coming down the stairs, running her hand along the wall, with her knees turned inward and her hair in her face. The speculation was enormous. She stayed at her father’s house, sheltered by the clay walls, and silent. I went by one time just to see, creeping cautiously from tree to tree, ducking below the rosebush when I thought I might be seen. But mostly I sat on my perch in front of the Athenian Treasury where, some nine months before, I had installed myself, laying my robes down on the marble. I think they would have driven me out of town, if they weren’t so curious.


At first they avoided me, and I would have avoided them too, but I knew if I avoided them, they would come to find me. So I put myself right in their midst, unshaven, a kind of Socrates missing a Plato.


Arato, the potter, was the first one to speak to me. He came hesitantly, his hands white with dust, and sat down beside me. 


“So, hello.”


“Hello.”


Arato rubbed his beard, getting the white dust all over it. 


“Would you mind telling me what you’re doing here?”


I didn’t answer. He asked me, “What happened, where is she?”

“I don’t know. She said… I don’t know. Yes, it was mine.”


The farmer, Nikolos, came next.


“I’ve asked you many times for advice and you’ve always tried your best to give me an answer, so I thought, if you didn’t mind, I could give you some advice myself.”


He paused, looking at me. I nodded my head. His curls were glistening.


“I love my daughter, and if you could only imagine what her parents are going through, all alone. Go to them, they will forgive you. It was the night, the games. If you show them who you are, they will come to love you, also.”


He left looking at the ground.


The wife of Irmenos, the bronzesmith, arrived next with her daughter attached by a string.


“I didn’t want to believe it was true, if you don’t mind me saying so, that a priest of Apollo—no less, Apollo—could do such a thing, here, at the very center of the earth, womb of the world. It’s a wonder Apollo hasn’t struck you down with his arrows and disease. Where’s ‘know thyself,’ where’s ‘nothing in excess?’ Did they mean nothing?”


Irmenos, the bronzesmith, came next. He spoke slowly.


“Come with me, come back to my house, lie down for awhile, have a meal, come to your senses. If you loved her, why didn’t you say anything?”


Ophes, the orator, came next, with his halo of a beard and his ancient voice.


“Perfidious, unjust, impious, hard-hearted betrayer of trusts, even now you dare to show your face here, where not only, on one hand, you have sinned before your god, but also, equally staining, you have sinned before your community?”


His cousin, Sara, came next, wearing blue.


“I never really knew you, to me you were always— just a face, a piece of the temple, like the wisdom or the E. We, and I mean us, we never really knew you, you never really were with us, or—look, this is the first time we’ve really met you—you’ve been here, of course, but all of a sudden, you’re right here, on the step, in the open—just, what I’m saying is—take care.”


She sucked on the corner of her lower lip for a moment before handing me a bowl of water, which I thanked her for. 


If I had not been out in the open, I would have cried.


Sometimes when no one came to speak to me, I listened to the conversations in the marketplace, under the multicolored stands with baskets of fruit, olives, meat and fish, extending into the distance until they thinned out into wisps of cloud and mountain: slashes of sunlight above a valley.


My uncle was saying, “Three months gone, and what do we have? A man who’s lost his mind and three impossible mysteries. If only we had been there.”


My cousin said, “But we could deduce what happened there. If we re-enact that night and re-trace her steps, we could go back to that very moment and discover where she has gone.”


The first reconstruction occurred two days later. The part of the priest was played by my cousin—as a reward for his originality—and her part was played by Sara. And while they asked me for many details of that night, I gave them nothing. 


From my perch outside the Treasury I saw the two of them crouched by the rock, re-doodling on the sand, and gesturing, but their mouths were closed. My cousin grabbed his counterpart roughly and slung her down behind the rock. He dragged her into the woods nearby and got so into his role that he had to be pulled away by three of his strongest relatives. Irmenos, the bronzesmith, wept.


The next attempt occurred two weeks after that. Messengers had been sent to nearby towns, summoning the many witnesses of that day to give testimony. As each witness explained what they had, or hadn’t seen, my uncle and Nikolos, the farmer, drew lines in the sand, tracing the paths that we had taken. The next witness would be called and the process would be repeated until the ground was covered with a haze of unruly lines, drawn from peripheral vision and tenuous memory, which formed a collective path, if you stared at it long enough and squinted from far away.  


Ophes, the orator, was chosen to play my part in that day’s production of The Rape. The play began at nightfall, by the rock. Ophes gave a rousing soliloquy, lambasting the deplorable motives and tortured reasoning of one such as himself, and then played the scene with admirable brio. He swept his victim off her feet and carried her off, following the line of best fit, until the lines thinned out in different directions, and he didn’t know what to do. Unshaken, he improvised, pressing her down against the far side of a tree, in the audience’s blind spot and narrated a series of increasingly violent acts, accompanied by piteous, womanly cries. The crowd didn’t buy it and jeered him offstage.


It was resolved that the only way to determine the correct path was to try them all, one after the other. And while Ophes’s use of the soliloquy was indeed inspired, it was generally thought that a soliloquy on the part of the women would be more appropriate considering it was her mental state that was in question. Seeing his position in the public eye threatened, Ophes complained bitterly until they granted him the woman’s part. My cousin, still eager, was allowed to play the part of me.


It became a nightly ritual. After dinner, the center of town would fill with people, flushed and talking. The actors would be off by themselves rehearsing, getting into character. At exactly nightfall, the scene would begin, patched together from recollections one after the other. Each night a different path would be chosen and the actors would follow it to completion. It was soon realized, however, that the paths alone would be no help without words. The witnesses were summoned again.


They came grudgingly, but in greater numbers when Irmenos’s wife offered the hospitality of her kitchen. Nikolos sat them down in Irmenos’s smith and amid the noise of the forge, he recorded snatches of dialogue from that night, while his father Agisthenes, old and trembling, watched from the corner. 

 
My uncle with deliberate care would make a crosshatch along a given path when a line was said to have been spoken. During the performance, when the actors came upon such a crosshatch they would deliver a memorized fragment or damning slur with great excitement, although between such riveting moments lay long valleys of silence. But soon, the gaps between the words were filled in with new, consistent dialogue and a cohesive scene was formed. Even the Oracle, again disguised, came to watch.


One night, they even got as far as the temple.

Meanwhile, weeks had gone by and Ainax, the beggar, conceived the idea to make a pilgrimage to Eleusis. I was not informed of the idea until very late, but for at least a week and a half beforehand, I had seen my friends and family huddled in corners, speaking quickly and quietly, perhaps so that I couldn’t hear. A ship was obtained and on one unusually crisp morning with ominous birds spinning overhead, they shoved off, leaving me stranded. My friend, the one who offered me a drink of water, told me later what happened next.


They sailed close to the shore, some of the men who had sailed in their youth second-guessing the captain of the vessel, and the boys rowing down below. The new priest of Apollo lectured on the deck about mortality. Her absence was like a kind of death and such unrest was brewing in the town, the re-enactments by day, empty and disconsolate by night, a trip to Eleusis to perform the sacred rites of Demeter, initiation into the mysteries, it seemed the only way to put the people back into order. They touched shore towards mid-day and joined the throngs of waiting people.


Meanwhile, I, alone, saw some activity at the temple, which never closed. Alone, I walked up the hill, leaving my own footprints on the guiding lines. My knees creaked.


The party was of one mind. In divine awe, they forgot themselves and moved as one through the city of Athens. It was the first day of the festival. They heard the head priest from Eleusis speak, his words coming from somewhere deep in his chest, slung out like coiling green vines, after the sun has imbued them with a new fire. They washed their hands in sacred water and Irmenos fainted when the water touched his hands. That night Sara had nightmares. She was Persephone, stolen from Demeter, her mother, kidnapped to the underworld and she saw herself eating a pomegranate seed, but could not stop herself. Her hair sloughed out of its roots and she melted into the stone walls of Hades. She woke up and her neck was frozen and her eyes like two dead coins. She asked me if I’d ever had such a dream and I said no, not like that. But I knew what she meant.


The next morning they walked to the sea and bathed themselves. The children shouted happily in the waves. Nikolos’s grandmother, who was once a great beauty, gathered her grandchildren up in her arms. Ophes was too shy to undress in front of the rest, so he slunk down some Athenian alleyway. He rejoined the group, sweating, as they re-entered the city and a pig was slaughtered. The next day held more sacrifices, one blurred into the other, and a feeling arose, flowered, of history and magnificence, like the two were sounds, colors or shapes. On the fourth day, they rested. 


The procession to Eleusis began along the Sacred Way. They crossed the river Rheitoi and rested, then the river Kephisos, where men with covered heads insulted the parade, jeering, mocking and abusing them in the tradition of Iambe, who comforted Demeter upon the loss of her daughter with her crude, ribald songs. Demeter laughed and was comforted. 


That night the procession arrived at Eleusis and danced. They shouted obscenities in iambic verse, poetry beating its wings, personified by Iambe and Baubo, the latter the old nurse who comforted Demeter upon the loss of her daughter: when Demeter refused her offering of wine, Baubo exposed her secret parts, exhibiting them to the goddess. Demeter laughed at the spectacle and gladly took the wine. Giddy and relieved, they slept. The next day, they fasted in the memory of stolen Persephone and the way things used to be. Sara’s memory grew faint here, but in the sanctuary they drank and ate, the story of the kidnapping was told, shown in pictures, people cried out and the holy objects, blinding light and dizziness were shown and the afterlife, ascension.


They slept in the telesteron, the next day they paid homage to the dead and then at last they returned to Athens, walking slowly, each person again themselves, far too clearly, dwelling within on the cosmic images that they had played out inside their heads. The only sounds they heard were the footsteps and with each one, the father of the missing girl whispered her secret name.

Meanwhile, I arrived at the temple. The guards had remained and greeted me in surprise. A small group of people waited to descend into the Oracle’s chamber. They talked quietly amongst themselves. And there beside them was the E, whole and indestructible as ever. I knelt down before it and, to the amazement of the guards and petitioners who had traveled hundreds of miles to see a holy woman, not a letter, I prayed. I asked the E, mysterious as ever, to reveal my mystery to me, because surely, at the most fundamental level, all mysteries are really the same. I addressed the E as I had addressed Apollo so many times. I closed my eyes.


Sometimes I imagined the months since she’d been gone as an empty house with one room and with every blink of my eye, I would place a rose petal on the floor, transferred from my pocket to the ground, until the whole house was filled with rose petals. I would throw myself through the roof and fall down into the blizzard and there would be darkness all around me, except for the blizzard of rose petals whipping past me, striking my face, twirling unbalanced, gusts left and right, and the velvet redness on the back of my neck and the smell like her, like the temple, like my hand on the beach, and the taste when the skies had steamed with boiling water and steeped the petals into a mixture of rose. And then the petals and the white water would gush, slowly, but with great force, from the openings and doorways. Around the house would form a pink swamp, with redness slick on the surface in drabs, like oil. When all the water had trickled out, when the house was empty again, it was warm inside and comfortable and as I turned around I saw her enter, a dark and slender silhouette, saved by the sun behind her, coming down the stairs in mid-step, with a bruise and a ghost, her hand on the wall, her knees and her hair and the nine months wrapped around her like clothes in strips, and only in the naked places could I recognize the girl I knew.


“Hi.”


“Hello.”


Through the empty town we walked, I holding her and she limped, a thin line of rose petals dripping down her thigh. We kicked sand over their silly lines. We sat, cross-legged, in my one-room house with no roof and smelling of roses. She told me the story of nine months gone. 

I walked her home, closed her door gently. And then I sat very still on the marble as the voyagers returned home.

Sometimes I had to see her face, with its paleness and her one eyebrow missing, and sometimes I didn’t, but for many years, I continued to sit on my perch and answer the questions my friends and family needed to ask. We never told them what happened those nine months. Because, you know, there’s nothing like a mystery to make people better.

And she—she was the goddess of mystery, not by choice, and mystery hung around her like the stars, who, when night is silent, they see the secret loves of men.

(
…A Brief Coda: 

While writing this story, a bizarre tragedy befell my town. Within the space of a week, two seniors at my high school were killed in automobile accidents involving drunk drivers. Some students had crises of faith. Others had their faith reaffirmed. Still others played at being unaffected. The most interesting thing to me, however, occurred in my first period Latin class. I was not alone in noticing it—I compared notes with a friend who had Latin an entirely different period and he found the same thing. It was the Monday after the weekend when the first of the two had died and the other two in the car were injured. A solemn announcement was made during homeroom and at the beginning of first period a grief counselor came in to offer a show of sympathy. The class was silent. 

At the beginning of each Latin class, we do vocabulary posters. For each word in the given poem we are translating (be it Ovid, Catullus, Vergil, etc) someone is assigned to make a poster with the word and a picture on front to serve as a mnemonic. One person volunteers to quiz the class using the posters as flashcards: read the word, show the picture, give the answer. And so, on that Monday, to bring about a return to normalcy, we started to do the posters. 

Every single word was pregnant with unsupposed meaning. The poem of the day was Catullus XXX, which begins 

Alfenus immemor atque unanimis false sodalibus… 

Alfenus, unmindful and false to your loyal friends… 

But there were words from other works of Catullus and Ovid mixed in. And we went down the list:

sodalibus: friends

unanimis: of one mind

caelicolis: the gods

inique: unjust one

oblitus es: you have forgotten

paenitiant: so that it pains

retrahis: you draw back

tradere: to trust

praecipitem: headlong

vecordem: senseless

nescio:  I do not know

sentio: I feel

fortasse: perhaps

furor: fury

vivat: let him live

quare: to ask

ago: I drive

teneo: I hold

telum: weapons

caedes: deaths

pateo: I prepare

vultus: the faces

abutor: I abuse

vigilia: alertness

vito: to avoid

meminerunt: they remembered

?

Is it something in the words themselves, or was it circumstances that made each one so incisive? Fifteen people in a room and at least half of them had never cared a moment about Latin in their lives—but for a moment the majesty of the words made the tension in the room unbearable. While the girl sitting next to me watched, I wrote down each word as it came up on a scrap of paper. I barely wanted to move and I wrote awkwardly with my arm stiff and my pencil at an angle. 

And then it was over and we had the thankless task of continuing to translate. The words, so poignant a minute ago in their primordial, decontextualized state took form and something was lost. I think so much of poetry is trying recapture that primordial, spaced out state. Once formed into the structure of a poem, words can mean only a finite number of things. But a single word… like the last survivor of an ancient race, when Death has come and gone, taken with it the rest one by one, leaving him alone, last of his line, to tell the tale, with the knowledge that the same fate awaits him and his joy will be brief, but he buries his hoard with deliberate care, now forgotten, like a single something, like a single word… 

� The twins, Castor and Pollux.
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