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For Her Dark Skin


 

For Paula Biderman


 

COLCHIS



JASON

To a land of darker-skinned people. The Argo was a good ship that carved strongly through the stiffest seas behind sail or the power of those poor rowing wretches. The slaves were all as fair in complexion as I, the dark men from the south and west being generally too uncooperative and large. And the sea made them nervous; this was my opinion. A dark man from that land might not pull an oar at all, but stare at you blankly as if there were something to be understood. You could flog the poor bastard senseless and still he would leave you the worse, wondering what it was you had failed to see. It was enough to keep me away from those parts. But tasks being as they were with me, I’d no choice but to sniff out the adventure. Fate being more than rumor and the gods being many things, nearly all unflattering, I discovered myself approaching comprehension of the blank genius in the faces of the black men with whom I had failed as I found myself in love with the most beautiful Medea.

Her skin was black and shiny like some coral a boy once handed me before I beheaded his family. Her large, soft, brown eyes forced one to question her reality and at once left no doubt. And in those eyes something burned, a red glow meaning anything you wanted it to mean and everything else. You would give her your life and never trust her. And if you were a man, a leader, with balls and rod, you would have to love her. So, I did. That was when the blank genius hit me, when I joined the fraternal order of those who will not row.

When I entered her middle, I met my beginning and end. The way she loved me—she pulled from me and left me barely conscious. She bounced spryly from the pillows to peek out of the tent. I watched her there, holding the flap of the entrance, the sunlight coming in and showing off the curve of her ass. So dark. So sweet. Like some fruit that never dries of juice. I was dizzy, trying to focus on those breasts and nipples darker yet. She came back to me and I closed my eyes while she dragged her nails down the backs of my legs. I would have to trust her from then on, for if I were ever ripe for the killing…



POLYDEUCES

There was a proverb in those parts. It said: “The bride was a frog, but the wedding a cyclone.” None of us understood it; least of all Jason. Though silver and gold could drip from his lips like rain, the words never fell from clouds of clear vision, except when some element of danger existed, in which case he saw his way clear to step aside. As when we Argonauts were challenged by Amycus to send forth a champion ready to box and be killed. It was then that Jason informed us all that I was the father of the art of boxing. I was closer to him than any other member of our party at that moment and he put a hand on my shoulder.

But that proverb. Medea was certainly no frog, but when I saw Jason coming from the witch’s tent—well, he was no hero. He didn’t look like an old man as he staggered across the sand to the River Phasis. He looked like a young man with something wrong with him.

I didn’t know why he went with her. I figured it was the gods. We all saw her clearly as the witch she was Her beauty was stunning in the way of most bad things. Of course, that was the thing. Jason would send me to bash and be bashed, but when it came to other things—all considered, I would be bashed.

* * *

I went to the bank and stood by him. He was sitting at the water’s rim like a baby, his legs out, his eyes red, his hands splashing water over his uncovered parts.

“How was it?” I asked.

He studied the horizon momentarily. “I understand now how religions get started.”

I said nothing to this.

He looked up at me. “Do I look like a beaten warrior?”

“Yes.”

“Then vision is one sense I shall continue to regard as generally trustworthy.” He pulled himself to his feet and proceeded to piss into the river. He swayed a bit. “Of course there must be a wedding.”

A lump formed in my throat. Let it be anyone but me, I prayed.

He sensed my anxiety. “Relax, Polydeuces,” he said. “I will marry Medea.” He let go his instrument and peered down at me. “I think I have been stamped with greatness. So, I am going to wed her.”

“Of course,” I said. There was little to discuss. Jason had made a decision. For him, it was not unlike choosing a pair of sandals for battle. I knew that later he would make some other decision and that Medea would…well, Medea would.



MEDEA

They came in their mighty ship and we weren’t that impressed. We were a people who liked the beach on which we lived. We had no need for ships. But there it was. And there he was. He was not much to look at and really not much for anything else. Seeing him strut around as he did, I expected the son of a god, but all I got was a pale man just off a boat. That he was not overly bright was apparent, though he was a talker. I would not have let him touch me, but the gods…not even my gods, but some chalk-skinned, bitch voyeur caused me to fall in love with this Jason.

Love. I let him crawl between my legs and play like a boy. He moved a great deal for a very short time. Then I held him and disturbed him a while after he was done. I took it all from him and I wanted to vomit, but I didn’t because I was in love. I left him with that blank look men of my land had because they liked where they lived.

In light of the spell cast upon me, I would be boarding the Argo and leaving with Jason. I would have children by him. He would fuck up.

After reminding him that he was just a man, I sat up on the bed of pillows, held my knees to my chin, and cried like a girl. I then got up and went to look outside. I wanted to see: first, how many knew what was happening; and second, how many gave a shit. The answer to both: too many. I felt his eyes on me, on my rear, on my breasts. If only he had been the beast he believed himself to be. I returned and gently stroked him back to sleep.



AEETES

Jason went to the palace of Aeetes with the sons of Phrixus and Polydeuces. The king received them in the throne room. Medea sat on pillows at her father’s feet.

Before Jason could speak, Aeetes said: “You have fooled no one. Hiding out there in your ship in the marsh. I know that Pelias has sent you for the golden fleece.”

“Actually,” said Jason, “I would like to take your daughter Medea as my wife.”

Aeetes was hurt. “So it is true.” He looked at Medea who did not look back. He sat up and again turned his attention to Jason. “I may be king of a small, insignificant empire, but I am the king nonetheless. And you are speaking of my daughter. Media is very special to me.”

“She is special to me, also,” said Jason. His heavy dress armor made him sweat. His helmet made his brain hot. “Medea is more precious to me than the blessings of the gods, even Zeus. I have even ceased thinking about the fleece. Her voice alone is enough to make me forget my home in Hellas.”

“Then do so,” Aeetes said.

“Do what?”

“Forget about your home in Hellas.”

“But I can’t.”

Aeetes nodded knowingly. “Let me explain something to you, young man. We have one natural resource here—comfort. We like it here where our river spills into the sea. We have little boats that the sea has promised to push home should they drift too far. If you love Medea, you will stay here.”

“But a man must take a wife. I must take her to Hellas and show her off.” Jason stepped to Medea and lifted her chin with his fingers. “Her beautiful dark skin will make her a queen in my land.”

“Are you taking a wife or a prize?” Aeetes asked.

“A prize of a wife,” said Jason.

Polydeuces moaned aloud and all looked to him.

Aeetes cleared his throat. “What say you, Medea?”

Medea gagged and tightened visibly. “I love him, father. I must go.”

“So be it,” said the king. “I am too old to figure out things which are not readily apparent and too wise to accept those things which are.” He stood. “And you will take the fleece with you. I will not have you cheapen my daughter by spiriting it away clandestinely. Be gone now, all of you. Do your best to be happy. Failing that, may the sharpest blade win.”

Jason gave him a puzzled look.

“Just a saying we have,” Aeetes said.

Aeetes shook his head and laughed when they were gone. “A queen for her dark skin. That shit will last for a day.”



JASON

Never trust a man in matter wherein his daughter is concerned. Aeetes was supposed to have sent the golden fleece to the Argo, but instead he sent a homosexual messenger with a preposterous proposition.

“Is your name Jason?” asked the messenger.

“It is.”

“Well, the king is not sending the fleece. He says you must first perform a task.”

“Task?”

“Yes. You see, the king has these two bronze-footed, fire-breathing bulls on the plain of Ares. You have to yoke them and with them plough a four-acre field. You will be given seeds to plant, from which will spring up a crop of earthborn men in panoplies of bronze. You must kill them all by sundown.”



POLYDEUCES

You should have seen Jason’s face. It would have been funny if his eyes had not begun to search us out. We whistled and looked away and the faggot thought we were making fun of him. That’s when he told us that if Jason failed, we were all dead.

None of us were high on even attending this task—so called. But gods or no, it was not every day that you got to see men sprout out of the dirt like daisies. Meleager wondered aloud what a bronze panoply might be—more which to look forward.

We left Jason to meditate.



MEDEA

There was no question but that I loved my father. More after the bull business. But I was terrified, too. I was being called on to deliver aid by magic. Aeetes loved me, but his wrath was something I would have preferred to see aimed at others or the stars. Nothing builds a mean streak like comfort.

Jason’s whining companion Argus, son of Phrixus, of whom Polydeuces seemed never to speak and certainly did not address, pleaded with me to use my powers to help his leader. For an instant, in the way he said his leader’s name, it flashed on me that the stories about Greek sailors were true. But no, Argus was just a simpleton showing concern.

“Okay,” I said. “Fetch me my bag of many drugs.”

He brought it to me and stood there.

“What is it?” I asked. “Why are you still here?”

He looked at me stupidly, then left.

As I browsed through my healing and deadly potions and salves, I found tears streaming down my face. If Fate should have wanted Jason to be the butt of another bull story, who was I to interfere. The presence of my desire to see him gored beyond recognition coupled with my love for him confused me greatly; my being too young to realize that I was on the scent of some significant truth.

I was in my tent at the beach. Dusk was just coming on as Jason appeared in response to my summons.

“Here is the plan,” I said.

“I will listen, but I do not truly need your powers in this matter.”

When I ceased laughing, I went on. “After my father has given you the deadly teeth from the serpent’s jaws…”

“Pardon?”

“These teeth are the seeds you are to plant.”

“I trust they will already have been extracted.”

“Yes, Jason.”

“It being a matter of expediency and all that, you understand.”

“May I continue?”

“Of course.”

“Wait for the midnight hour and after bathing in an ever-running river, go out in drab clothes and dig a pit in the earth. There, kill a ewe, build a pyre over the pit and offer it up whole, with libation of honey from the hive and prayers to Hecate, only daughter of Perses.”

Jason was mumbling the procedure back to himself, a hand raised to pause me.

“Once you have invoked the goddess, leave and do not look back.”

“Why not?”

“For you will die.” I knew I need explain no further. “Now, in the morning, melt this charm.” I set the medalion in his hands. “Anoint your body as you would with oil. It will make you invincible. You will be as a god. Rub a little on your spear and shield as well, you being a special case. This will last only for as long as there is daylight.”

“I will faithfully carry out your instructions,” he said. Then, “My beautiful one, why do you cry?” He leaned forward and kissed my lips. My heart went all a-flutter and my mind switched off. My stomach turned. He spilled out more syrupy speech and led me to foster his delusion of manhood.



POLYDEUCES

We were all impressed when the fire breathed by the bulls did not faze Jason. He was taken aback as well. He looked at his shield and finding it uncharred, took the second blasts without. A smile came across his face. This was when I went to stand beside Medea.

The large beasts yoked, Jason ploughed the four acres, sowing the serpent’s teeth as he went. He gave a steady stream of rearward glances, lest some earthborn men sprang up suddenly to take him off-guard. The bronze hooves of the bulls threw clods of earth far and wide and Jason drove them well. We men almost felt pride. Jason looked good, better than he had ever looked. The day was passing quickly.

He finished ploughing and sowing and had hardly an opportunity to wipe his brow when things began to happen. What sprouted from the furrows were earthborn, but hardly men. They were giants. The word spread that panoply meant suit of armor. Jason stood for a moment and watched as the new enemies loosened joints and worked kinks from their backs…and readied spears. Jason ran.

We caught him and tossed him back into the fray. Of his remembered decisions, running now was one of the correct and wise ones and we all understood, but circumstances being what they were…

He swung his sword like a man possessed. At first, fear did the swinging, then joy as enemy spears bent like weeds against him, then, as the sun neared the horizon, fear again. He hacked them all up pretty good, but no fleece was delivered unto us.

Aeetes said to Jason: “We will not gear up and slaughter you. Killing you would only leave us with the task of digging your graves. But make haste.”

Jason held his fist high and the men gave a cheer.

Aeetes stopped in front of Medea and looked at her. “I recognize your magic. But I will say nothing. I will miss you. With time I hope you come to keep better company. Do not come back.”



MEDEA

I died upon hearing those words from my father. I wanted to hug him and never let go. I glanced at my sister, Chalciope. She was weeping. We all knew that some gods were behind my feeling for Jason, but that cut only as explanation and as no excuse. I looked into my father’s eyes and said nothing. I had a boat to catch.

Despite my father’s saying he would not kill, Jason expected an attack. Fear is often a parent to wise assessments and actions. Though he knew the fleece to be in the hills beyond the plain of Ares, he instructed a path toward the Argo.

We set adrift down the river, the slashing of the pine oars disturbing the sleeping night. Something in me fought to my surface and I tried to hurl myself overboard. But Jason caught me.

Sitting on deck with my back against some crate, it dawned on me that we might be leaving without the fleece.

It had not been forgotten. Polydeuces had learned of a way.



JASON

Polydeuces had discovered a waterway which joined the Phasis down river. It was believed to lead right up to the Ram’s Bed. There, the fleece would be found. Chances for fame and advancement being scarce and few in life, I recommended that Polydeuces go alone. He said we would all go.

We landed on a great lawn. It was called Ram’s Bed for it was there that the ram which carried Minyan Phrixus on his back began to grow weak. At an hour far too early for anything safe, we set ashore.



MEDEA

Realizing that I would never see home again, I had to make the best of the least of all possible worlds. If Jason were to be my husband, and if I were to have a great husband, then I had much work ahead of me. My business began that night. With the fleece, we would have wealth and power, if no passion. And were he to capture it without the aid of his men, the better.

I led him away and told him to order his Argonauts to stay. He did so because the look in my eyes scared him. A man is always frightened by the look in a woman’s eyes, even when he does not obey.

“So, we are going this alone,” said Jason.

“Yes.”

“Look, what is there?” He pointed.

“That is the altar that Phrixus set up to Zeus when he sacrificed the golden wonder.”

We followed the path to the sacred wood. The fleece was hung up on a large oak. We could see it from a great distance, so bright, like a cloud before a setting sun. Between us and the treasure, however, was a giant serpent. The creature detected and confronted us. Its head swayed on its long neck and it hissed loudly. The sound was terrible. All voices back at the ship were swallowed and I could imagine mothers in the village upstream clinging to their children and babies.

The scaly thing coiled and uncoiled to its extreme, letting its chin rest on the ground. He stared at us and looked ready to fry us with a breath.

I stood firm and began to sing. My song was meant to invoke Sleep, the conqueror of the gods, to charm the beast. Jason stood not so firmly behind me.

The serpent raised its head and released another terrible hiss. But my chanting was working. Its large, fiery eyes grew weak and vacant. Then its head plummeted to the earth with a thud we felt through our legs. The beast’s jaw fell and it smacked its lips like a dozing child.

It took some dragging, but I managed to move Jason beyond the creature which he insisted was faking. Jason, once clear, ran to the fleece and took it down. The men had come into the woods from the ship, responding no doubt to the horrible sounds, though none too quickly. So, they were there to see their leader hold up the prize in his arms. The magical wool gave even Jason a favorable glow. Loud cheers were sent up in the dawn light.

As we walked back to the ship, I saw Jason shrink away from his peacock’s pose. He bundled the fleece and stowed it under his arm. In his face I could see that he was afraid of being robbed by some god or man.

A good fear. I said nothing.



JASON

In light of the armored giants and fire-breathing bulls of the previous day, I was in no mood to walk through any wood, at any such hour, for any thing, even the goal of my quest. But that damn fool woman ran off and I had to chase her.

Then the snake showed up with all that awful snorting. Against the backdrop of that hissing, Medea broke into song. It all made for bad music, but the effect was quite glorious. The beast laid its head down and went to sleep. I admonished her for not having revealed that weapon before that time.

There it was. Brighter and more glittering than any of my imaginings. I ran to it and took it and felt it and revelled in it.



POLYDEUCES

In other words, he milked it for all it was worth. Argus led the men in loud cheering. This, around a sleeping monster, was certainly the only bravery exhibited by man or men in the past two days.

Medea looked on from aside and nodded with tired, pensive eyes. I saw all I needed.

On board, Jason led Medea aft and got her situated. He then turned to address us.

“Men,” he said, “we must make for home without pause. The prize we have fought so hard for, suffered so greatly to obtain is ours. And may I say that my future wife, Medea, was instrumental in its acquisition.

“I mentioned that we should not pause, because certainly Aeetes will be coming after us. He may attempt to seal us in this river and deny our access to the sea. So, let us be off.”

Then, as an after-thought, Jason made one of his decisions. He said: “Our rowing must now be precise and strong. Turn loose the slaves and we will take the oars ourselves.”

We set free the slaves. They were as confused as we were miffed. We rowed, two to a bench, taking the pulls in turn.


 

THE VOYAGE HOME



POLYDEUCES

We hit open sea with the full light of morning. I recalled Aeetes’ telling Jason that he preferred not to dig our graves. That should have led us to think that he wished us burned or drowned. Somehow Jason knew this. But still the surprise on his face when we spotted all those Colchian ships spilling from the mouth of the Phasis was no less pronounced than any of ours. Castor had the correct reflexive response to the situation; he rowed like crazy. All that frantic rowing on one side worked to some advantage for we gave the appearance of turning to fight which caused our enemy to pause. We caught Castor’s rhythm and pulled away.

Medea stood and looked back, her black hair full of the wind and blowing in the direction of her gaze. She said:

“It is my brother, Apsyrtus.”

It was enough to hear Medea announce that it was her brother, but we had also to watch Jason’s reaction: he quietly stepped to the bow and leaned into our drive, rocking gently to urge us on. I am sure that he was cursing Aeetes and Medea for having advertised the Colchians as essentially shipless. So, here was a fleet, more awesome for the surprise.

Huge clouds began to form and pack in the distance. They rolled toward us. The wind for a moment was no longer against us, but dead. Then the blowing came from every direction. We made ourselves secure.

The storm was a beauty. Sheets of lightning flashed for seconds at a time, illuminating the dark sea behind us and letting us observe the dispersal of our enemy’s vessels. We were tossed violently.

Aft, Medea sat on Jason and made love to him.



JASON

When the storm was over I felt like a new man. The new day was clear and still and fresh and without sign of other ships. It was a good morning. Being lost as we were, we recalled Phineus’ prophecy that we would return from Aea by a different route. My good man, Argus, claimed to know the way, but as usual when his lips parted, a history lesson began.

“Imagine a time before stars. Then there were no Danaans. Only Apidanean Arcadians, who lived before the moon sat its perch. They ate acorns in the hills. This was before scions of Deucalion ruled the Pelasgian land, when Egypt was corn-rich and the Nile was called the Triton. From that country a certain king set out and moved through the world. Many of the cities he established thrive today. Aea is one of those cities. They drew maps in stone. The stone was taken from quarries far up the River Phasis, a dark stone which when wet…”

Castor silenced Argus with an unintelligible shout. He said, with attention on him, “Tell me you are not mad! Here are we, lost and being pursued by dark men led by a witch’s brother and you speak of a stone’s hue?”

I saw Polydeuces smiling. I said to Argus, “Perhaps you should get to the meat of it.”

Argus became lost.

Medea stepped forward and spoke. “There is a river, a far branch of Ocean Stream. It can accommodate a boat such as this. It is named Ister and I believe we have been blown to near it.”

“This is no time for speculation,” I said. But she went on, “It can be traced to two branches, one flowing to the Ionian Sea, the other to the Sicilian Sea.”

“Home,” said Castor.

Polydeuces was looking at me.

“We shall try Medea’s way,” I said.



MEDEA

It was try my way or float like fat clucks in wide unfriendly water awaiting ugly death. So, the boat was rowed slowly, eyes peeled for our water-road to safety.

I was not so torn as to my loyalty now. I owed it to myself. I had to consider the life ahead of me. I was sickened that my brother had become my enemy. And I loved Jason. I thought the passing of days would have lessened that emotion, but just as knowledge of the spell had not abated the intensity of my feeling, neither had time.

I tried to let the sea air wash my mind as I considered that riding Jason through the storm to calm him had made me pregnant.

Polydeuces came and stood beside me. He watched the sea with me and said, “Thank you.”

I glanced at him, then down at the hull splitting the water. “Tell me, Polydeuces,” I said. “You are strong. You have a good head. Why are you not the leader?”

“It is not my place to lead. I am a soldier.”

“How can you follow such a man?” I asked.

He shrugged. “How can you love him?”

“I have been placed under a spell.”

He nodded, scratched his beard and spat overboard.

“Again, how can you follow such a man?”

Again, he shrugged. “Because he is our leader.”



POLYDEUCES

The uncomfortable thing about hard questions lies not in the difficulty of finding answers, but in facing questions at all. Medea may have been a witch and she may have been under a spell and she may have been ruthless, but I was thankful for her presence. Also, if she had offered me her body there on deck, I would have taken her.

The woman exuded passion as we did sweat. I was jealous of the image I held in my mind of her black body squeezing and kneading Jason’s pale and cowardly form.

We were all afraid of her. No one complained that it was bad luck to have a woman aboard. Bad luck was promise; nothing compared to bad reality.

In a world with so many gods, it was not uncommon to be addressed by something normally not disposed to speech.

The fat gull hovered, said: “Be still, Argonauts, and listen.”

We, of course, did.

The bird continued, “The waters are full of your enemies. To proceed is to court danger. Go east to the Island of Amber and wait. Plan your escape. Consider diplomatic channels. Go now, so that you may hurry up and wait.”

There was no discussion. Not even from Meleager who found gulls distasteful. We sailed to Amber.

Castor and I went into the forest of the island and hunted down two boars. We butchered the pigs, cooked them, and ate on the beach.

Medea sat across the fire from me. The glow of the flame on her black skin made her even more beautiful. She was distracted by her thoughts and did not notice my staring.

I got up and walked to the shoreline. Jason was pacing the beach, his hands joined behind his back, tossing occasional glances up toward the moon.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“I am looking for a plan,” he said.

“Jason, we know only that the enemy is about. There can be no plan of action without knowledge of their location.”

He scratched his head. “We must find out where the Colchians are.”

“Yes, my leader.”

“Polydeuces,” he said, “you and Castor must go out and discover their positions.”

I nodded and stepped away.

“And Polydeuces…”

I stopped and turned to face him.

“You will move more swiftly without weapons.”



JASON

Polydeuces was a good soldier, perhaps my best. So, I ignored the fact that he disobeyed my order and took swords and spears on the mission.

There was little to do until more information was available. I ate a bit more pig and went to bed. Meleager and the Phrixus boys sat watch. I slept with my head on the bundled golden fleece and my arm across Medea’s belly.



MEDEA

In the morning, a fair, young shepherd boy appeared from the woods. He was fascinated by the boat. Jason and Argus took a pronounced interest in him. They took him aboard, let him sit and pretend to man an oar. They went swimming in the cove.



POLYDEUCES

If you consider yourself just a dumb soldier, it is a frightening thing indeed to see circumstances which even you can appreciate as grossly unfortunate. From the highest point on the island we saw its three beaches, the island being triangular. We saw our camp. We saw their camps. There were very many of them. I would have to impress their number on Jason. To attack would have been to court legendary stature in a rather wasteful way.

Sadder yet, their camps sat on the end of the island pointed north up a river. I was sure it was the Ister, our passage home.

Castor looked at me. “I can see by your face,” he said, “that you have assessed this situation accurately.”

“I’m afraid that the river there is the Ister,” I told him. After some silence, “What do you think?”

Castor sighed. “I think we should report these findings in Medea’s presence.” He observed the Colchians once more. “I would follow Jason to the ends of the earth, but I need Medea before I will take oar up that river past those many black men. There is a marked difference between adventure and suicide.”

I nodded my agreement. It was refreshing to hear such clear thinking; and this from a man who reasoned with his heart. I knew the difference he meant. It was the same difference between following and being led.

Jason shook his head. “Are there really so many of them that we cannot fight?”

Castor looked to me, then said: “I have not seen them fight. But I think if they did not raise their hands and merely stood in our way, we would drown beneath the many bodies.”

This seemed to satisfy all listeners. I nodded when looked to.

Under other circumstances, it might have been sweet the way Jason tried to covertly seek out Medea. As it was, it was only sad.



MEDEA

Men often paint a bleak picture, if only to set the stage for future applause. But Castor’s bleak rendering was a just representation of reality.

Argus suggested that Jason hand over the fleece in exchange for our clear passage.

I spoke up. “No. Your leader, Jason, cannot relinquish his prize. He, and you, have fought too hard. Would you have it all be for naught?”

I expected a hearty chorus of nays, but none came.

“I know my brother,” I said. “He will take the fleece if offered, then kill you anyway.”

Jason stood beside me. “We have a situation here, men. One that must be dealt with. It will not take care of itself. Pray to the gods. Get some rest. Sharpen your blades. A clear night will fall upon us soon and I will study the stars for a plan. Come Medea.”

That night, Jason stroked my face and looked into my eyes. I thought I would pass out as nausea came over me.

“Do you love me?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“With you beside me—”

I stopped him. “This is no time for your empty words,” I said. “I am on to a plan.”

“What is it?”

If I could have broken free of the curse hanging over me, I would have killed all of the Argonauts and Jason twice.

“Apsyrtus is not a fighter by nature,” I said. “He is a brave man, but he would prefer to lie out in a pasture and chew weeds. He would settle for the fleece. He would take it and leave. But we cannot give it to him. It is our ticket, our power. With it, you will be great. You need it.”

“The plan, Medea?”

“I will get a message to Apsyrtus, telling him that I wish to surrender myself and the fleece which I have stolen. I will have him meet me at the temple erected to Artemis on a nearby island.”

“Yes?”

“It will be an ambush, Jason. I will have him come alone.”

“My men and I will surprise and kill him.”

My brother. My heart was leaden in my chest. “No, we cannot risk discovery. There can be only one of you in hiding.”

The wheels in his head began their squeaky turning.

“It must be you, Jason.”

He scratched his beard and took quietly to honing his blades.



POLYDEUCES

Nothing underscores a fool’s nature like his being joined to someone who is not a fool. I watched from the hillside Medea combing her thick black hair. That simp was curled up beside her, dreaming, no doubt, about the end of the voyage and his return as a hero. I had served him and would so continue. Medea threatened to make a man of him; he would need friends.



JASON

I awoke to find Medea asleep sitting up. She was an odd creature. She was magnificent and beautiful and she would have me ambush her own brother. I did not understand. I believed that I was in love with her. Certainly, I feared her. Her own brother. What fate awaited me with a change of wind?

My men were restless that evening. They seemed to chat endlessly in hushed voices. There was frequently the sound of whetstone against steel. It highlighted the silences and prompted more discussion.

I spied Polydeuces sitting alone on the hillside. He was unhappy about something. He had been since Medea joined us. I could not determine where his anger was directed. Perhaps he was not angry, but annoyed. He, like us all, was exhausted.



POLYDEUCES

The following morning was overcast. I awoke to find Medea seated beside me. I was not startled and I did not look at her long, but sat up and gazed where she gazed, at the sea.

“I need your assistance,” she said.

“How so?”

“I must get a message to Apsyrtus. You must show me to his camp.”

“You plan to deliver this message in person?”

“No,” she said. “You must capture a man and he will pass on my words.”

“What is the message?”

“I cannot say.”

I stood and adjusted my robes. “Why me?”

“I trust you.” She was looking at me with those fierce dark eyes.

Some of the men were splashing into the surf below to freshen themselves.

“Very well, Medea.”



MEDEA

Polydeuces and I left without word to anyone and started across the interior of the island. He was afraid, but he wore fear like a man. He led the way through the woods and to a high hill overlooking my brother’s camp.

From where we lay hidden in the high grass, Polydeuces spotted a lone scout prowling the brush below.

“He will be following the creek up and over,” said Polydeuces.

“How do you know this?”

“I just know. It’s in the way he is moving, the way he does not look back.”

“I will give my message to him.”

“We will let him come to us,” he said. “We’ll wait for him upstream.”

We descended a steep side of the hill and found the creek. Polydeuces pulled me into the bushes and we waited. On the ground there I paid close attention to his quiet, steady breathing. We were wedged together and I liked the hardness of his body. He smelled of sweat and sea-water. The backs of our hands touched and my leg muscles tightened.

“He comes now,” Polydeuces whispered. He grew tense and ready.

The scout was slight, but there was a confident bounce in his stride. He stopped near us and listened. He realized some presence. He stepped cautiously. He turned and showed us his back.

Polydeuces sprang upon him like a cat and wrestled him into the creek. After some rolling and hitting, Polydeuces held him still.

I faced the man and looked deeply into his eyes. “You know who I am?”

“Medea,” he said.

“Listen well so that you may give my brother this message without flaw.” I felt a bit dizzy. “Tell Apsyrtus that life is often more trouble than it is worth. I love you, my brother. Be sure to tell him that. Regardless of what happens, I do love you. I am under a spell and so I am in love with Jason. I have stolen the fleece and I will deliver it to you when the moon is high this evening. Meet me alone at the temple to Artemis on the very nearest island to the west. And Apsyrtus..…”



POLYDEUCES

I was glad to have the man come into view when he did, as being close to Medea was becoming uncomfortable. When the back of her hand rubbed against mine, I felt all reason and control seeping away.

But the man came. I leaped on him and he tossed me easily. No, we would not be able to fight many of these men. He lost his sword in throwing me, however, and I was to him quickly with my blade.

Medea talked to him, seemed to drive him into a trance. And herself as well. Her eyes grew moist as she gave her message.

She tripped and sputtered at the end and I thought she would sob freely.

“And Apsyrtus,” she said. “Dear Apsyrtus, just know that, though blood is heavier than water, magic outweighs them both. Magic has no heart and the gods no conscience. I love you.” She looked at me. “Let him go.”

I did so and the man just sat there. Medea seemed weakened and something faded in her eyes. Her legs failed beneath her. I caught her and she found her balance, pulled away from my grip.



APSYRTUS

Medea’s brother listened to his man and attended to his glazed eyes.

“And that was all she said?” Apsyrtus asked, adjusting himself on his pillow.

The man nodded.

“Was she alone?”

“I cannot remember.”

Apsyrtus waved his guards toward him from the door. “Take him to the priest and get his eyes cleared up. And send in my personal advisor.”

A tall, thin man came into the tent in short order. He wore a crisp white toga. His black head was bald and shining.

“Advisor,” Apsyrtus said, “I need you to do what you do.”

“It will be done.”

“My sister has sent word to me. She claims to have stolen the fleece and seeks to hand it over. She wants me to come to a certain place. Alone.”

“Do not go.”

“Excuse me?”

“Do not go. That is my advice. Take it or leave it.”

“Can you give me an argument for your position?”

“I give advice.”

“And you are no good at it. An advisor’s job is to affirm the advisee’s belief.” He stared at the man long and hard and did not himself know what he was saying. “Dismissed.”

Apsyrtus was anxious and eager to go. He paced the perimeter of the rug which was laid out on the ground. He had bad feelings.

The day sneaked to dusk and found Apsyrtus boarding his vessel with a handful of men. They rowed to the near island, a fog drifting in. The only sounds were the dipping of the oars, the creaking of the oar saddles, and the water dripping from the oars when out. They set ashore on the near-side, at the only place where they could land.

Apsyrtus ascended a stone stairway, glancing back several times at his men waiting at the boat. Then he rounded a bend and could no longer see their fire.

Darkness was full on and he wondered what the gods had in mind for him. He saw the austere temple to Artemis squatting in the mist. He entered and stood in a large chamber lighted by torches on each of the four walls.

“Medea!” he called out, his voice rebounding off the stones.



MEDEA

I stepped from behind the altar and looked at my brother in the flickering light. He beheld my empty arms and drew his sword.

“What is this, Medea?” he asked, looking about. “You have no fleece.”

“I have no fleece.”

“You are alone?”

“Alone.”

“What’s wrong? You only repeat things when you are nervous.”

“Repeat things?”

“What tears at you, my sister?”

What a question. I just looked at him. “I don’t know,” I said. “Could be exile that’s making me this way. Warfare. Loving a man I despise certainly figures prominently.”

“Enough! Where is the fleece?” He stepped closer and looked me in the face. “If you’d the sense to dodge Eros’ arrows, you’d not be in this fix.”

“Dodge?”

“Yes. Don’t look so puzzled. A target must be just that.”

“Spare me your lofty philosophy, your oriental rambling. I truly believe that men should never set out for adventure; they learn things, but gain no wisdom.” My eyes were wet, my voice unsteady.

Apsyrtus was certainly unsure now. He frowned and listened. “Tell me, Medea, what are you saying?”

“Jason!” I shouted, trying to catch the call and pull it back.

Jason was swiftly out with his sword drawn and the words my brother found to describe me stung like giant hornets. He held his sword ready and faced his attacker.

“You are the disease,” Apsyrtus said. “You have lightened my sister’s soul, taken away its color and depth.”

My brother saw the world in a certain way and each new set of circumstances was not only shaped to fit it, but substantiated it. For him, it was a racial thing.

“Kill him!” I said.

Both men gave pause. They did not know to whom I was speaking. Nor did I for that matter, but I repeated myself nonetheless and backed away from the first clang of their blades.

Apsyrtus swung heavy blows which Jason caught and from which fell back. I was moved, thrilled by the violence of it all, the violence directed at Jason. I yelled, “Get him, Jason! His left eye is weak!”

Jason delivered a strong strike of his own, grazing Apsyrtus’ shoulder and drawing some blood.

“A lucky blow, dear brother!” I said. “Fear does his swinging. Hack him to unrecognizable death.”

Apsyrtus surged forward, thrusting and slashing and driving Jason back to the steps of the altar. Jason fell, his sword held low, his head exposed.

“No!” I screamed. “Chop off his head! Duck, Jason! Get him, dear brother!” I found myself running toward Apsyrtus’ back. I had no idea what I was doing. He was bringing the blade down when I hit his frame. He fell forward. He fell forward. He fell forward onto Jason’s sword and rolled over dead.

I pulled my hair and stepped away.



JASON

It was a bloody mess. The man was dead, his life spilled out on the stone steps. I let my head lay back on the cool rock and panted heavily. I couldn’t see Medea, but I could feel her pacing wildly about the room. It had been some fight and I was still not quite sure how I had managed my blade to its mark. I sat up and viewed the woman. She was pulling her hair and her mouth formed screams which yielded no accompanying sounds. It was terrifying to behold.

“I am okay,” I said. “I am uninjured and steady.”

Such a look she gave me.

“I am sorry I had to make his death so ugly,” I said.

Her horror seemed to leave her and she studied me with almost sleepy eyes. “Indeed,” she said.

I stood.

“So, it was you, the great warrior, who dealt the killing blow? Of course, this is how the story must read.” She attempted to smooth out her hair. “And so it will.”

Puzzling words. Then some far more strange. She said:

“Lop off his head and extremities and lick his blood three times.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You heard me, dog. Fury has witnessed this wicked deed. Lick it up three times and spit it out as many to expiate this mess.”

I did as she instructed. Then I buried the man.



POLYDEUCES

We saw the signal of the waved torch in the darkness and moved in on the Colchian vessel. There were only a handful of men and we dispatched them quickly. Jason and Medea came down the path toward us, fine and collected. When victory comes too easily, it’s probably best to just kill yourself outright and quell the suspense.

Word got around of Apsyrtus’ death and the Colchians fell into disarray. Their heart was gone and so their fight and we’d no interruption from them as we sailed beyond the Isle of Amber up the Ister.

We did not make it far up the Ister as a mighty head wind drove us back to Amber. A most terrifying incident followed: we were addressed by the oaken mast of our ship. A mouth formed, opened, and out came human speech. It spoke to us on behalf of Hera, it said; we did not question this.

“Zeus has gotten wind of your horrid deed and takes umbrage,” said the mast. “He has ordained that the guilt of this act be washed away with the aid of the Aeaen Circe. Also, you shall suffer endless hardships before you reach home. I tell you this, as I have said, on behalf of Hera. Zeus does not know that you know he knows.”

Castor, I thought, would eat his oar. We were all struck by the message and its delivery. We were threatened with perpetual wandering across unfriendly waters until Jason and Medea had been absolved of their crime. Castor looked to me, asking with his eyes where we would find this Circe, daughter of Perse and the Sun. I stepped to him. “We need access to the Italian Sea,” I told him.

Castor begged to the mast for such access. He did not beg like a beggar, so it was all right. It was more like demanding with the proper fear and respect.

The wind was silent and so too the night, as a breeze came up and pressed up east, then up the Eridanus. We sailed as far as our ship could go, reaching a deep lake.

This was the beginning of torturous travel. Up this river, down that one, across this lake and back, through storms and clouds of steam We were not amused. Finally, we ended up back on the Eridanus, which Castor called In-your-anus, and from it to the very deep Rhone.



MEDEA

Such a mess. Such a journey. At the watersmeet of the Eridanus and Rhone, where there was great violence of water against rocks, Jason buried his face in my lap. All heat left my body.

The Rhone flowed on in three branches: to the Ocean; to the Ionian Sea; and to the Sardinian Sea. Our fate seemed sealed as we were tossed about awaiting Jason’s choice of route. But Hera saved us from death by calling to us from the heavens and directing our course. We passed through Celtic and Ligurian tribes safely, Hera spreading a magic mist around us as we went. It was all a bit ostentatious, this display, but we reached the sea.

Finally, we came to the famous haven of Aea and set ashore. We found Circe washing her hair at the water’s edge.

I went to her, knelt by her. “What are you doing, Circe?”

She turned her aging face up to me. “What do I appear to be doing?”

“Washing your hair, of course. But why?”

“I had a terrible dream: I saw all the rooms and walls of my house covered with blood, and flames consuming my magic lotions and potions. I put out the fire with the blood. Now, I am trying to wash all memory of it from my head.”

I had not the heart to tell her that this would not work. A great many creatures were lingering about her; odd things, neither men nor beasts. But the creatures did not bother me. What bothered me was that this woman was the sister of my father.



JASON

I had heard tales of such monsters, sprung from primeval muck by Earth when she had not quite formed into herself, molten under a dry sky and a blazing sun. Time then brought order, so to speak, to the animal creation.

It was in her face and all about her manner that she was the sister of Aeetes. This did not sit well with me. She seemed a bit crazed from what I could hear of her conversation with Medea. Once she felt confident she had rinsed the bad dream business from her head, she stood, turned, and said she was going home. As she left she invited my men to her house, fairly suggestively for such a mature woman. I instructed them to stay put. I would have myself had not Medea gone off after her. It was she and I alone following to the witch’s den.

It was clear that Circe had no idea why we had come. She invited us inside to sit in chairs, but Medea dragged me to the hearth where we both knelt in a manner of supplication. Medea covered her face and sobbed. She would not look at her aunt’s eyes. I did not either. Medea nudged me. “Show her the sword,” she said.

I stuck my blade into the floor. It swayed there.

Circe knew then that we had a murder on our hands. She said: “Zeus has chased you here. Some god. He hates killing, but loves killers.” She found a chair and sat. “Here to atone for a slaying. Some night and, now, some day. Bad dreams and, now, murderers.”

“I wish you would not call us that,” said Medea.

“Regardless of what I call you, the atonement is the same.” With that she left the room.

“Medea, let us be away from this place,” I said. “This crazy old woman—”

But she cut me off. “Hush. Zeus will have our hides.”

The squealing of a suckling pig preceded Circe’s re-entrance into the room. She came to us, holding the shoat and a knife. She slashed the animal’s throat and let its blood flow upon us. “Hold out your hands,” she said. “Behold, great Zeus, these children of yours ask your forgiveness. They call on you, the Cleanser, to listen to their murderers’ pleas with pitying ears.”

A chill passed over my body and there was a subtle and ever-so-brief change in the light of the room. I looked at the old woman.

“Okay,” she said. “You two may rise and sit in chairs.”

We did so. The blood was sticky and I wiped at it with my robes. Medea did not. Circe sat near us where she could see us clearly, but sat herself in shadows.

“Where is it you are coming from?” she asked.

“Most immediately, the Isle of Amber,” Medea said.

Circe seemed to see Medea for the first time. “You are vaguely familiar,” she said. “Lean forward. Wipe the blood from your face. What is your name, child?”

“Medea.”



MEDEA

Circe just looked at me when I told her my name. She leaned back in her chair and adjusted her position. “Medea,” she said. “Daughter of Aeetes, the black king of Colchis and the city of Aea.”

“Yes, my aunt.”

The old woman seemed to ponder some distant thought. Then the thought drew near and brought her discomfort. She was considering her dream again, no doubt.

“And who is this with you?” she asked.

“Jason of Hellas,” said Jason.

“Jason.” She repeated his name under her breath and nodded. “There is much talk here and there of you and the golden fleece. Much talk.”

Jason’s ears perked to news of himself. “How goes the gossip?”

“I don’t spread it myself,” Circe said. She turned her attention again to me. “Who have you murdered?”

Jason looked to me and I felt sick. “The murdered party, my aunt, is—was my brother, Apsyrtus.”

Circe nodded. “Well, I guess there will be no homecoming for you.” She seemed to laugh just the slightest bit. “I do not wish to sound flippant about such matters, but it hardly pays to attend to the feelings of the dead. You must carry on, Medea.” Her sarcasm was as delicate as the fragrance of an orchid.

I said nothing.

She addressed Jason. “I wish you luck, young man. Wear your laurels well and quickly. Be warned though—the killing is never done.”

Then all delicacy was gone. She was outraged. To me, she said, “I will not sit here with you, with the likes of you, with this man you have chosen over your father and country, your blood and color.” She became more furious. “How dare you! Come here and have me absolve your guilt, then tell me that the victim was my own blood. Bad dreams and now this. Oh, there are bad times ahead, deceitful times, subtle atrocities afoot.” She stood and pointed to the door. Before we were out, she said, “I take back my absolution.” Then to herself, “I wonder if I can do that.” She laughed. “We’ll all just see, won’t we?”



POLYDEUCES

Neither Jason nor Medea wore promise on their faces when they returned to the Argo. Of course, they were covered with blood. Jason was terrified. As always, it was hard to read simply fear in Medea’s eyes. We set sail hastily.

Men in trouble always find omens and it seems the clearer the so-called sign, then the more open to interpretation it is. And so it was. When one sifted through all the blather, that’s what one had, blather. The ship was pushed about like a toy while grown men sought meaning in a cloud shaped like a dog.

Back and forth. Given our previous journey, it seemed likely we’d be used to it. No. Somehow we made it through the Wandering Rocks. Then we passed safely between the mighty cliff of Scylla and the churning whirlpool of Charybdis.

Castor wondered aloud, gazing up at the full sail: “If we have traveled safely through such dangers, imagine the end which awaits us.”

No one said anything to this.

There was little to do but scratch our beards and sharpen our blades.

Then we saw a familiar coastline. We were pushed to it by a slow, steady breeze. There was no excitement on board, no one muttering softly and longingly, “Home.” There was just a familiar coastline. Hellas. Home. Perhaps, we were just exhausted. Perhaps, wiser.


 

THE WEDDING



POLYDEUCES

The wedding had the ear-marks of a great defeat. A great defeat was all that the population of Athens would turn out en masse to watch. For all the festive trappings, the tone was somber, the mood established by everyone in the know. If anyone arrived with a countenance of glee and hopeful wishing, that was soon washed away by trading words with a more knowledgeable party. One had the feeling the affair was misguided, but large enough to deny cancellation.

One cannot say that Medea was without admirers through this. She was exotic. Men and women alike oohed and ahhed over her. To her, such attention meant little or nothing, but it did instruct her more clearly about the people with whom she would be living.

In Medea’s eyes a fire raged. I woud not have married a woman with such eyes. Taken her to bed, yes. Married her? It was a pity that such passion, and such perfectly beautiful contempt, for that matter, should be wasted on Jason. Stupidity is a soft pillow.

The ceremony went without a hitch. The golden fleece was hung up behind the altar. Medea sputtered out her vows as she broke a sweat. Jason said his words and then some. They were husband and wife. All the more frightening because of the slight bulge in Medea’s middle.

Side by side, they were a parody of something. Jason wore white robes. Medea, black. The contrast was startling, comical, tragic, prophetic. The priest offered stale words to Aphrodite and a few others. The damage done, the party began.



MEDEA

Vows. Greek gibberish. Empty words. Like all their words. Democracy. At one point in the ceremony I laughed out loud—something about obedience. I could not have been more alone in a room all by myself. I had no family, nor friends. The only face I could half-way stand to observe was Polydeuces’ and his sullen, knowing eyes terrified me. The cruelest thing life could do to me now was to continue. I imagined the small one gelling inside me to have Jason’s disgusting yellow hair. It was then that the priest turned away. My husband kissed me; the hard clumsy lips I had come to know sealed the matter.

The temple was crawling with these Greeks. The men on one side, the women on the other. There was a great amount of chatter.

“How are you holding up, my dear?” I was asked by a stout woman, apparently the wife of some senator; this was how she held herself.

I did not answer, but only looked at her.

“I knew a black woman here in Athens once. A fine woman. I do not know what became of her. So, you’ll be moving to Corinth. A fine city. Oh, Helen, wait there. Excuse me, dear, but I must speak to Helen.”

I watched her go and heard her complain to her friend that I was not amiable. Going to Corinth? If she said so; it was the first I had heard of such. But I was sure she knew better than I.

A young woman came and stood near me. She drank wine from a goblet and peered at me over its rim. Her hair was a light brown, as were her eyes. She smiled genuinely and approached me nervously.

“How does it feel to be married?” she asked.

My hand found and rested on my fat belly. I laughed and she laughed with me.

“Are you excited to—to be—”

“I say ‘gravid,’ and excited is hardly adequate as a description of my feelings.”

“I hear that you will be living in Corinth.”

“Gossip has wings.”

“Among Greek women, this is true.” The young woman gazed across the room at the men. “For them, news is slower, and certainly less accurate for the delay.” She smiled broadly. “I am Tamar.”

I liked this woman.

“I am from Corinth. Perhaps we will be neighbors.”



JASON

It was a fine party. Polydeuces, I think, sought to dampen my spirits when he said to me, “A wise man does not judge a wedding by whether the reception was a good time.” He said this and walked away. I was glad to have my dear friend back on firm ground so that his brain might clear.

Though the music and food delighted most, a cloud did hover. A rumor floated about that Pelias was jealous of the attention paid me since my return with the fleece. I weighed this. I cleared my throat for open ears and announced—

“Medea and I will be moving to Corinth.”

The news sent a rumble through the men and I caught glimpse of an old sow scurrying across the room to spread the word.

Pelias was pleased with my decision. He embraced me warmly, then held me in a playful headlock. “I really love this guy,” he said. “I’m gonna miss him.”

I told him I would miss him, too.

“More wine,” he said, letting me go.



TAMAR

She was so beautiful, so exotic, so glamorous. How could anyone not be drawn to her? And her being in a family-way gave her added shine. I found my way to her. I offered small talk and just know I sounded callow and stupid. But she was polite. And she was sad. Just standing with her I think I gained some years, some wisdom, feeling privileged to glimpse something important, if not recognizable. I looked across the room at her new husband. Perhaps she had magically shaded my perception, but I saw the man as less than his reputation, considerably less, as the source of her misery. A great sadness came over me.

I was, however, excited to learn that Medea would be living in Corinth. The prospect of being her friend delighted me. She was so unlike my fellow Greek women with whom I had never quite fallen into stride. I would discover things with Medea.

I watched as she left the reception with Jason. She tossed me a quick glance that left me warm, but also sharing in her disappointment. Jason was intoxicated. A drunk man is no man at all for a woman. Even I knew this. And this Jason—

I saw the man Polydeuces watching their exit as well. His face was torn between emotions, his forehead furrowed and seemingly just stuck on his skull, his eyes weak, but still eager for something, his lips twisted downward with a sad kind of anger. He stood there like a child who did not know how to complain. I went over to him.

“I am Tamar.”

“Polydeuces.” His eyes still held the doorway.

“Are you glad to be home?” I asked.

He shook himself free. “Yes, of course. Who would not be? Enjoying the festivities?”

“Quite an affair. Generally, I find weddings a bit depressing.” I sought his eyes.

He nodded, then looked on me for the first time. He smiled. “Tamar?”

“Yes.”

“I have never heard that name.” He again looked to the doorway.



POLYDEUCES

They were off. I had already seen them entangled, so there was little reason to imagine it. However it went, it would be quick; I knew this. Jason, in such a state, would offer little; weak men drink to have excuse for the lack of control.

In some ways I was disappointed myself. In my heart, I had turned against Jason. Perhaps I was upset to see him so blindly following a so clearly marked trail of destruction. I would have liked to believe this; I would have felt better about myself.

And then there was Tamar. I was either in just the right condition or in no condition to appreciate her delicate beauty and presence. Her cheek bones were high and her dark eyes recessed. She smiled at me and I suppose I smiled back. Her young body appeared as a needed port.

“You are from Athens?” I asked.

“No. Corinth. I am here visiting family.”

I studied her face, her interesting eyes. “Would you like to leave this place, find somewhere more private?”

She nodded and glanced shyly about the room.

“Let’s go.”



MEDEA

The moon was showing full out the window. Jason was asnore beside me, no doubt dreaming about young blond boys in tight togas. I looked at his face and my stomach felt hollow. Would that it were so. I spoke to the unconscious fool—

“Zeus presented himself to Leda as a swan and he carried Europa off while in the form of a bull. But you—you come to me as yourself.” I breathed deeply, taking all I could into my lungs. I let it out with a laugh, realizing that death could not depress me further. A drowning woman is not troubled by rain.

Then, on the wall of the balcony, just outside the window, I saw a small figure in the shadows. I got out of bed and approached. A toddler? No, but as small. My blood began to boil as I recognized the pudgy shape to be Eros, his little bow in his hands, his quiver on his back. He smiled, making bulbs on his fat, white face, and greeted me while I found a firm stance from which to address him.

“You miserable son of a pale bitch voyeur,” I said. “You are the source of my calamity.”

“I was acting under orders.” His voice was like a woman’s.

“Why are you here?”

“This is your wedding night. I have business here.”

“It would be pointless to have me fall in love with this pig a second time.”

“You are, of course, correct, but still I must make an appearance.”

I stepped forward quickly and grabbed the worthless being about the head and neck. “Free me from the spell,” I demanded.

“I cannot,” he gurgled.

We fell to the floor, my headlock still intact. I gave his neck a twist. His bow was out of his grasp and his arrows, rising high out of his quiver, were poking my neck.

“Set me free!” I said.

“I cannot.” He gasped for breath.

I let him go and scooted away to sit with my back against the balcony wall.

He rubbed his neck and moved his little head around.

“I only carried the spell. It was not of my making.”

“You and your kind, you are pathetic.”

“A sure product of boredom,” he said, smiling his sick grin.

“You’ve made your appearance. Be gone.”

He found his feet and picked up his bow. He shook his head and laughed softly. “Relax and enjoy the ride. Take my advice, hoist up your robes and slide on the ice.” With that he flew away.

I went back to my husband.



POLYDEUCES

I awoke with a small head on my chest. I let Tamar’s soft hair fall through my fingers, then pressed my hand flat on her back. Her skin was smooth and her slight body gave sweetly to the pressure. She stirred a little and her foot moved up and down my shin. Everything about this morning was gentle, quiet, slow.

I went to the baths. The slaves spread the olive oil all over me, but scraped it off too quickly for my mood. “Do it again,” I instructed, taking an ivory spatula from one of them and throwing it down. The procedure was repeated and I felt somewhat refreshed.

I’d just picked up some figs from a vendor when I happened upon Jason. He was standing quite still in the palace entrance-way, gazing across the road.

“How was your wedding night?” I asked.

“Fine.”

I nodded. When a man describes any time with a woman like Medea as “Fine,” then a nod is in order. I split a fig with my thumbnail and sucked it while I looked across the road to see what was commanding his attention. She was not much more than a child, but enough more. She was very blonde, very small, and as I felt Jason beside me, I thought, pretty in a way for insecure men.

“Who is she?” I asked.

“She is Creon’s daughter, Creüsa.”

Creon, king of Corinth. Who was not from or going to Corinth? “What is your interest in her?”

“I’ve no interest,” he said. “I am married.”

I wanted to tell him he would do well to remember that he was married to Medea. “So, when are you off to Corinth?”

“Soon.”

“I, too.”

“You’re not playing me for a mooncalf?”

“It is true.”

“This is good news, Polydeuces. What are the circumstances? Shall I be flattered and think you are following me?”

“I have met a woman.”

Jason smiled broadly. “You are a fast worker.”



JASON

Medea was asleep when I left the chamber. I had done well by her; her breathing let me know this. I found my way out of the palace and into the fresh air. Vendors were setting up and traffic was just starting. Then, across the road, I spied a most beautiful woman. Her hair was like the fleece of my quest, her face that of a goddess. She was small, so small. I stopped a servant coming out of the palace.

“Who is the young woman?” I asked.

“She is Creüsa, daughter of King Creon.”

I studied her. She was a child and I laughed to myself, knowing such a condition to be outgrown.

Polydeuces turned up, smelling sweet from a bath, eating figs. He noticed my fascination with the young creature and seemed disturbed by it. “I’m married,” I said, leaving him to supply the remainder of the cliche himself: not dead.

I had mixed feelings about being married. Medea was certainly exotic and erotic and extraordinarily beautiful, but she was wild; perhaps a function of her complexion. It was not clear she knew her station as a wife. She had ideas. Possibly, she was reacting to exile. But I was proud to be married to her. She was carrying my child.

She resented me, I detected this. It was in the way she made love to me, like she was after retribution, as if it were competition. I asked her what this was all about. She gave me a woman’s response; she said, “Satisfaction.” And the way she said it.



MEDEA

There would be no pleasure in my life equal to awaking alone. I lay in bed and dreamed of the paintings on the pottery of my people. Beautiful bulls and stately women laid matterless on clay. I was a model for many works, now would that I were merely such.

I missed my home, the warm nights, the moonlight through the trees, my father’s stories, my sister’s woes, the peasants’ songs. I missed the big dark men who would find me at night and challenge me with her sweet rhythms.

There was life within me and I could sense it growing. In this river-network of bitterness that was my blood, there flowed a gentle current of loving feeling for this retroactively legitimized mongrel or mongrels, as I suspected myself heavy with twins.

Jason came into the room and told me to start packing, we were on our way to Corinth.

I said, “Pack what?”

He looked about without words.

“Why are we going to Corinth?” I asked.

“I like the climate there. It’s too hot here.”

“It’s not the heat, but the stupidity.” I went to the window. “It’s common knowledge that our move is motivated by your fear of Pelias.”

“Rumor.”

“Truth.”

“And if in some small way it is—Let me ask you something: Do you take joy in breaking my spirit? Is it a woman’s job to kick her man when down?”

I looked at the sky. “What do you mean by ‘spirit?’” I laughed. “No, I have to keep all of you intact. But remember one thing.”

“What is that?”

“Remember that I love you.”



JASON

She made it sound like a threat. “I love you,” she said. And I believed her.


 

CORINTH



JASON

Our journey to Corinth was uneventful. Word of our arrival spread quickly and citizens turned out in numbers to greet us. Pelias had sent me after the golden fleece, the prize of prizes he had desired, but he had given up much in attaining it. Hence his discomfort with my presence in Athens. How much more could he lose? How much more would the fleece bring me?

Medea was larger yet. She told me that she was with twins, but she could not tell me if they were sons. I wanted sons. I think she knew their sex, but withheld because of my anxiety. A woman’s game. Eyes in the crowd opened at her beauty and at her belly. There would be much excitement over the coming of my children. There was concern in the crowd that they would not have my golden hair.

While the maids attended to Medea, tired from travel, I conversed with Creon.

“You have a beautiful city,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“I have heard many good things about you as king.”

“And your reputation has preceded you. You must tell me in great detail of your travels and adventures.”

“It will be my honor.”

There was a silence while we watched the maids feed Medea and offer her drink.

“She is beautiful,” said Creon.

“Yes,” I said. “And she is truly wild.” I nudged him and winked. I watched as he stared at a long black leg which had fallen through my wife’s robes.

After another silence, I said, “You have much traffic for a small city.”

He shook his head as he observed the congested roadway. “I know. Far too many chariots, far too few places to park them. And so many just for show. We’ve paved a flat—see over there—a place to leave them. I’m having to consider a chariot tax.”

“I’m sure it will work out,” I said. “Where is your daughter?”

“I do not know. We had an argument this morning and I have not seen her since. Do you know Creüsa?”

“No, but I have seen her. In Athens. She is quite lovely.”

“And headstrong.”

“The daughter of a king.”

“She rides endlessly about town with this young cart-jockey, a boy who will amount to nothing.”

“I really like your city.”

“Thank you.”



MEDEA

All the way there, I had my eyelids half-lowered over a welcome and powerful dream of home. I was awakened by a sobering kiss from Jason and presented with the sight of Corinth. In contrast to Athens, a little less pomp, a little more circumstance.

For a people with such a rich mythology, these Greeks certainly seemed hard up for heroes. Cowardice, apparently a national trait, offered vicariously experienced adventure as a consequence. I was there, witness to yet another city cheering Jason. I looked my husband over once again and felt faint. Attendants rushed to pamper me. I watched their lily-white hands all over my arms and face and found I could not re-gain equilibrium.

The house was on a hill. It was a nice house. It was not a palace. It was not a tent on the beach. It was set away from chariot traffic, accesible by stone steps twisting through an unruly garden. The place had some charm, but there were neighbors. And, of course, Jason would be living there, too. Nothing stings like the rising sun.

I had a dream in which my father and brother refused me carriage across Athens in their chariot. They said that the Dardanian moon had paled me beyond familiar recognition. I awoke in the morning with Jason grunting and panting behind me as I lay on my side. I studied the golden light through the window and thought it more likely to have made me pregnant than this harmless creature upon me. Certainly, some god had caught me during sleep or blown some strange breeze through me in a storm.

I whispered to my belly, to my unborn, “Remember this man, this man who stabs at you now. He is not your father.”



EROS

Personally, I liked Medea. I had not enjoyed casting such magic on her, but when you are a runt, you do as told. I felt compelled to watch, however. My spells had never been known to fail or fade, but this time it would, or some more powerful magic would enter into play. Watching this unfolding, I began to feel less a runt. It was dawning on me that I had not realized the full potential of my gift.



MEDEA

There was a vacant dwelling at the base of the hill. Into it moved a young couple. My nurse told me of them, of their splendid glow, of their gentle interaction. I wanted to see them. I would be no less jealous for my observation, but surely some light would brighten my dark outlook. I waited on a bench beneath an olive tree. The house was vine-covered and pleasant to the eye. The cedar door opened and out came—Tamar, the young woman from my wedding so-called party. A step behind her was Polydeuces. I felt as though I had been struck a blow to the back of the head with a mallet. And yes, there was a glow.

I stood and walked to the stone fence. “Hello, my friends,” I said.

“Well, hello,” said Tamar, sounding the way women can when things are good. But she was flaunting nothing. Would that she were that I might have been angry with her. “So, we are neighbors.”

“Yes, a pleasing discovery,” I said.

“Good morning, Medea,” said Polydeuces. His smile was full and relaxed, easy.

“So, you two are—”

“Married,” Polydeuces said.

“We did it quietly, “said Tamar. “At the courthouse in Athens. It was quite pleasant.”

“It sounds so,” I said. “Congratulations. I am pleased for you. So quickly.”

“Yes,” she said, nodding. She smiled at her new husband. She turned back to Medea. “As I had hoped, we can be good friends.”

“Yes.”

“Where is Jason?” Polydeuces asked.

“About. I do not know. I do not ask.”

He nodded. “I am off.” He kissed Tamar tenderly and gave me a look to my eyes. “I will see you later.”

We watched him walk away.

“Things have moved quickly for you,” I said.

“They have.”

“Where is Polydeuces going?”

“He is going to learn of wars and such. He grows weary without battle, he tells me.”

“Come, sit here in the garden and talk with me.”



TAMAR

The morning air was fresh and crisp and song birds filled the tree limbs above us. We sat on a bench and Medea took my hand, patted it, studied it.

“How do you find married life?” she asked.

“So far, nothing short of wonderful. And you, Medea?”

She looked off and seemed to attempt a smile. “Mine is an isolated and peculiar case.” She looked at me and I saw the despair in her eyes. It was frightening and painful to observe. “You see, a spell has been put on me. The malicious imp Eros, under orders from a party unknown, or shall I merely say unnamed, shot his disgusting darts into my heart. So, I am in love with a man whom I despise. The thought of his inadequate tool dipping into the life-well of my body sickens me. But I must have it.”

What does one say? I just sat there, stunned by such revelations. I would write to my cousin Euripides; he would appreciate this story.

I looked at Medea’s belly. She wore the beautiful glow of a pregnant woman despite her sadness.

“Polydeuces is a very good man,” she said. “His heart is sound. He is strong and to be trusted.”

“Surely the same is true of Jason,” I said.

She said nothing, but looked at me.

“Oh.”

She straightened her back and placed her hands on her stomach. “Perhaps I will not let these babies out of my body.”

“Is that possible?” I asked. “What would become of them?”

“It is my guess that they would dissolve in my womb. I must have some potion or a recipe in my bag which will achieve this.”

“Medea, this talk is crazy.”

She looked at me with wild eyes. “And so, quite fitting—wouldn’t you say?”



POLYDEUCES

Seeing Medea affected me. I loved my new wife very much, but the black woman still upset my circulation.

I went to the war office to check on current situations. I did not wish to leave soon, but at some point I would have to make a living. I could not stay at home and, like Jason, become a politician. I’d no doubt that this was in his future. I was merely a soldier and, as such, I needed a war. I longed for senseless killing, identifiable enemies and defined loyalities.

The war office in Corinth was small and empty. A couple of Boeotians manned the desk, but it was questionable just how much of the information they imparted they actually understood. They tossed vague points at the maps without looking and assured me that we were doing well on all fronts.

I left, no military option having struck my fancy. Perhaps, some wealthy private citizen would seek me out and send me on an adventure.

The sunshine of the day was uplifting and reminded me of my splendid wife. I could still smell her in the hair beneath my nose.

On the street, I met Jason. He was dressed to beat the band, in a crisp, new toga. His beard was freshly and stylishly trimmed. He smiled like a man who had misunderstood a joke.

“You are here,” he said, grabbing my shoulders firmly and squaring them to his.

“Yes, and with a wife.”

He shook his head and the smile moved with it. “My, my, how the mighty have fallen. Where are you living?”

“Very near you.”

“This is good news. We will share many fine evenings of drink and chess.”

“Actually, I’m in search of a war or some such activity.”

“We are aging, my friend. It’s time we rested on our laurels.”

“This is fine for you,” I said. We were silent while we watched the town center traffic. I said, “Let’s grab a bite to eat.”

He said, “Yes. Let’s grab everything while we’re at it.”



JASON

We sat, ate, and watched the chariots rattle by. I would have to purchase one. The fashion was to personalize one’s vehicle with wood-cutting of a distinctive design. Many were very sporty.

I had just looked away from Polydeuces as he was dropping grapes into his mouth when I saw her. Creüsa climbed down from the bed of a red chariot with sloping sides which curved up into fins in the rear. Carved wings adorned its front. Creüsa wore her robes like a girl; a little short, a little snug. She was with a young boy with curly red hair and a large nose. They giggled and she darted away as he sought a kiss.

“Look at her,” I said.

Polydeuces gave a brief glance and spat grape seeds out onto the ground.

Creüsa and the boy came and sat at a table near ours. Slaves were to them quickly.

“Wine,” the big-nosed boy said. “Bring us wine.”

Creüsa stopped laughing as she came to recognize me. She fanned her companion silent and leaned toward me. “Are you not Jason, Jason of the Argonauts?”

“I am.”

“My father has spoken of you. I saw you myself from a distance in Athens.”

“I saw you as well.”

“You saw me?”

“Yes, fair princess.”

The boy was saddened by her interest in me. He fell into the shadows and found nothing to say. Creüsa had lost all scent of him.

“The tales I have heard,” she said. “How will you ever stand the pace of Corinth.”

“Right now, I find Corinth quite delightful.”

“Did you really get the awful Cyclops drunk and put out his eye?”

I smiled. “Yes, but such ugly stories should never find entrance to such beautiful ears.”



POLYDEUCES

I’d never seen such a pathetic display.



TAMAR AND POLYDEUCES

After dinner, the newlyweds stretched out in the garden behind their cottage. Polydeuces held his bride’s warm body close and imagined it melding into his own. This time was sweet. The stars above them burned like lights of promise.

“I love you,” Tamar said.

“This night and all other nights are ours,” Polydeuces said. After some silence, “How was your time with Medea?”

“I don’t know how to say. Enlightening? No. I learned much and nothing. I don’t know.”

“Jason, as I told you, seems well. It is frightening to observe him though.”

“Why is this?”

“How long can stupidity cut as excuse?” Polydeuces sighed. “How long before you point a finger and proclaim badness?”

Tamar stroked her husband’s face.

“He is a coward and, as is the case in the lives of cowards, the doom he courts will hurt him the least or not at all.”

“Medea is under a spell. She told this.”

“Aye.”

“Oh, Polydeuces, I’m afraid.”

He held her more tightly and stroked her hair. “It is good to be afraid.”

“Are bad things sure to come?”

He said nothing.

“Medea said she will cause the babies to dissolve in her belly.”

“I wish she could do them such a favor.”

“Is Jason such a bad man?”

Polydeuces did not answer.

“You have followed him.”

“Yes.”

She sighed. “There is such despair in Medea’s eyes.”

“Yes.”



POLYDEUCES

Yes, I had followed him. And I had followed him to Corinth. Why? I did not know. But I must have known. Medea had saved all of our lives in that quest for a glittery plane of wool. I owed her something, even if it were only to see Jason for what he was.

I held Tamar and felt her breathing. I observed her sweet face and closed eyes. I was a lucky man. Things would come that I’d rather she did not see. But I had to see them.


 

GIVING BIRTH



MEDEA

There is magic and there is magic. It is one thing to make a man think he sees a dragon; it is another to make a dragon. I wanted the babies reduced to salt water and the basic elements. I wanted more than to merely believe they had been so reduced. I spent many hours meditating. My nurse would come into my room and watch me. He would, with his meek voice, attempt to pierce my concentration, then remain silent, continuing to observe me. I would abruptly shout, “What are you doing here, you slug?!” He would nearly wet himself and dash away. Sad or not, fun is fun.

I combined all sorts of potions and powders, recited silly rhymes and unintelligible syllables, waved my arms and built pyramids of cards, but I was left with the suspicion that finally it would be simply a feat of great physical prowess to contain the infants. I laughed at the absurd notion that I might, while pressing my muscles, give birth to slim, elongated babies.

“Nurse,” I called.

The man peeked in.

“Come into the chamber fully,” I said. “I want to see all of you.”

“Yes, my lady.” He shuffled in.

“You know what I am about?” I asked.

“Yes, my lady, you have mentioned it.”

“Well, I need your help.” I leaned toward him. “I need the wings of six flies.” I paused. “But the insects must be alive while I use their parts.”

“Six flies,” he said.

“Yes, nurse, and I need them immediately. You understand how urgent the matter is.”

He nodded, then left.

I had a good laugh over that one.



POLYDEUCES

Jason and I were sitting in his backyard at either end of a chess game. He was slashing bishops about, trying to capture my queen while I slowly boxed in his king.

“I’m not sure what I should do about her,” Jason said. “She’s so young.”

“She’s too young.”

“The way she looks at me.”

“You’re married,” I said. “Your wife is pregnant. What can you do? If you want to fuck the child, fuck her. I don’t care to hear about it.”

“She is the daughter of a king.”

“So, vow her to secrecy when you pop her.”

“There is much to weigh here.”

I laughed aloud.

While Jason pondered his next move, Medea’s nurse came out of the house. He scanned the air about him with a hand open and tensed. Then he slapped the atmosphere, closing his fist in the motion. I tapped the board and directed Jason’s attention toward the man. We watched as he peeked into his grasp. He sat on a stone and seemed to fall deep into thought.

“Hey there, nurse,” Jason called. “What is the problem.”

He was silent for a few seconds, looking from us to his hand, then back. “I am at a loss to know how one removes the wings from a fly without killing it.”

Jason stared at him for a while. “Carry on.”



JASON

The nurse had indeed posed a problem. Better for him if he reasoned to a solution on his own. I had bigger fish to fry. Polydeuces’ queen was in my sights. The queen falls and the rest follows; a rule of thumb.

And the soon-to-be-queen Creüsa was falling for me. She would bleed on my instrument and that would be it. I would bide my time, though, and let her age some more. To offend the king by poking his baby girl would serve no gain. She would come to love me, to long for me. I imagine her telling her father how she ached for the man beyond her reach. Creon’s eyes would water and we’d dicker. I would marry her, answer her dream. She would be queen one day. I would be king.

Medea would not understand at first, but all would adjust. Ours was not the best of unions anyway.

“Polydeuces,” I said, “can you think of a city in which Medea would be more happy?”

“Aea.”

“But of course. However, Aea is out of the question, isn’t it?”

“Check.”

“Someone would have to take her there. Colchis is best forgotten.”

“Check, Jason.”

I looked at the board and found my king threatened by a pesky foot-soldier. “Where did he come from?”

“Be careful where Medea is concerned, Jason,” Polydeuces said.

“Relax, my friend. The woman loves me to the point where I can do no wrong.”

“All the same, I would sleep on my stomach.”

I did not know what he meant.



TAMAR

The liquid was bright green. It looked like magic. Medea turned up the goblet and drank it. I was there. The nurse was there. No smoke appeared. No lights flashed. No bellies burst or flattened. Medea fell back, her eyes glazed over, she stared blankly at us from another world.

“What shall we do?” I asked the nurse.

“It’s my fault,” he said under his breath. “The flies died. I didn’t know the procedure. Surely a man would die without arms.” He looked at me. “It’s my fault, isn’t it?”

The man had lost his mind. I considered him worthy of close observation, but Medea began to speak.

“Tamar,” she said.

“Yes, Medea?”

“I must see Polydeuces. Please.”

I turned to the nurse. “Go and fetch my husband. You will find him at my house. Hurry.”

The nurse trotted away, muttering, still as his voice grew faint, of flies and blame and men with plucked arms.

Medea reached up and grabbed the front of my robes, pulled me close. The green drink had fouled her breath; it was acrid and caused my eyes to water.

“Do not cry, my friend,” she said. “I may die in this endeavor, but that is acceptable. And do not think that I am taking the lives of my unborn. Rather that I am giving them death. I have met their father.”

She was feverish. I wiped the perspiration from her brow and held her hand. The day was clouded and so her chamber was dim. It was also overly warm.

The nurse returned with my husband. I ran to him and let his embrace comfort me.

“My husband,” I said, “I fear Medea is dying.”

He looked down at her. “She does not appear well.”

“She drank some potion and now—well, observe her. She is lost in a trance and speaks of death. She asks for you.”

Polydeuces went to the bed and knelt beside her. “Can you hear me, Medea?”

“Polydeuces?” she asked. Her eyes were unfocused, but open, aimed toward the ceiling. “I cannot see you.”

“I am here.”

She groped for his hand and found it. She held it to her breast. “I am dying, Polydeuces.”

“Perhaps,” he said. “Perhaps not.”

“Oh, my friend,” she sobbed.

Medea and Polydeuces were closer than I had realized. I began to feel badly. I felt excluded. Adding to my bad feeling was guilt for being so concerned while Medea laid in such a state.



POLYDEUCES

It pained me to see Medea so. The nurse lighted candles in the corners of the room and Medea’s face took on an olive cast. She rubbed her sweaty palm over my knuckles as she pressed my hand into the mound of her breast.

“Do you remember when we met?” she asked. “It was a beautiful day, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was,” I said.

“Such a beach.” Then she screamed, “Apsyrtus!” She tried to raise her head from the pillow. “I’ve killed my brother. Oh, my dear brother,” she cried.

“Jason killed him,” I told her.

Her head sank back into the pillow. “I cannot go home. Do you know that?”

“Yes.”

“I have betrayed my father and my country. I killed my brother.”

“Jason killed him,” I repeated.

“How could you let me marry the dog?” she asked. “Damn your gods for making me love him.” She paused. “There is talk, Polydeuces, talk among these Greek women, talk that their golden-haired hero Jason is lusting after a breastless child. Is this talk true, my friend?”

I said nothing.

“I see.”

I knew then that she would not die.



MEDEA

I did not remember much of my fever. I recalled Polydeuces by my side as I re-lived the murder of my brother. Now, I was alone in my chamber, new candles burning in the early morning. My sheets were soaked. My head ached. My womb was still inflated. But I would not give up. I loved my babies too much.



JASON

I was at the club when Polydeuces came in. He gave me a stern look which cut through the wine I had been drinking.

“What brings you, Polydeuces?” I asked.

“It is morning,” he said.

“True.”

“You have not been home?”

“True, again.”

He sat down at the table with me. “Medea, your wife, nearly died last night.”

“What happened?”

“She is ill.” He looked at my eyes for a prolonged moment. “But she will live.”

I felt as if I had been threatened. “I’ve had a long night, Polydeuces. I will attend to my wife when I get home. I’ll thank you to confine your attention to your own family.”



POLYDEUCES

I was looking at a fool who had already taken a step from a high rock. He would have plenty of time to ponder his course, plenty of time to conjure justification, plenty of time to deny the finality of his plummet, and no way to stop. I left him, feeling a little more relaxed about my place in all of this; one can have just so much sympathy.



JASON

When I arrived home, I found Medea in the front room. She looked fine. I fell into the chair opposite her.

“Word came to me of your illness,” I said.

She said nothing.

“How are you?”

Silence.

“You look well.”

She gathered her robes about her legs and adjusted her position in the chair. “Where have you been?” she asked.

“I have been out.”

She stared at me with those fiery eyes.

“Your glaring does not frighten me,” I said.

She gained her feet and her balance, for a second, seemed to desert her. She became steady, straightened, and walked away toward her chamber.

“Medea!” I shouted.

She stopped.

“I have not dismissed you.”

She turned to face me. “Would you repeat that?” she asked.

“I have not dismissed you.”

Her eyes teared.



MEDEA

I could find no words that this creature would understand, none that would find entry into his tunnel of perception. So, I stood and started for my bed. He stopped me with a shout and I turned to hear him say—

“I have not dismissed you.” Twice he said it.

“And you do well not to,” I said.



NURSE

Maybe the babies would not be born, but something was near happening. Days passed. Then, on an evening with a crescent moon, Tamar and I hovered over the laboring woman, watching her middle as one might a battle.



JASON

I was at the club when Polydeuces came in. I finished the wine that was in my cup.

“This is becoming uncomfortably familiar,” I said.

“Your wife is giving birth,” he said.

“She has a nurse. I know nothing of birthing babies.”

“I just thought you should know.”

I looked away from him to see Creüsa enter. She searched the room with her eyes and a large smile came to her face when they found me. Polydeuces spotted her approach and I sensed his disapproval.

“She is a child,” he said.

“Leave me, Polydeuces.”

Creüsa greeted me warmly, with a little peck on my cheek. Polydeuces groaned and walked away.

“Is anything the matter?” Creüsa asked.

“Nothing to worry your pretty head over.”

“I’d like to speak with you.” She looked about the room. “Privately.”

Outside, a bright crescent of a moon shone. The night held a chill.

“Jason,” she said, facing away over the edge of the parapet, “I’ve enjoyed the time we’ve spent together. My father likes you very much. And I—I love you. What I’m trying to say, Jason, is—well, is there any future for us?”

I put my hands on her smooth white shoulders and turned her around. Our lips met and her girl’s tongue yielded to mine.

“I have been waiting for this kiss,” she said.

I kissed her again.



NURSE

Such pain. I’d seen many women in labor. But this—this was a woman trying to keep her body shut. She was screaming and shouting to the gods through the window like she could see them there. And the babies seemed to consciously seek entrance into this world. Tamar held her up at the edge of the bed while I stationed myself between her legs. It went on for a very long time, her muscles never ceasing their twitching. A chill ran through me as I thought I saw tiny white fingers trying to spread the lips of her vagina. Morning found us still waiting.



TAMAR

“Please, let them come,” I begged Medea. But she only fought harder. My cheek was against her warm forehead. Her tears mingled with the perspiration on her face and dripped down onto her glistening breasts. She yelled loudly all sorts of things as the hours passed.

“No, my children! Melt here in your mother!” she screamed. “Life is vicious and unjust! Jason, you dickless wonder! Nurse, I command you to sew me closed! Tamar, know my heart, know my heart!”

Then, to the window, “Eros, you scum, would that you were in my belly so that you might also dissolve! And Athena so jealous are you that you cannot feel love, you have me so hexed! I will not let these children come!”

But the babies did come. One horrifying inch at a time. I could feel the pangs in my own womb. This and my weakness from fatigue made it difficult to hold Medea.

“Let go, Medea,” I said. “They’re coming. You cannot stop them now.”

Then there was a whole infant, slimey, shining, crying and adding to all the noise. Then, a second and it was all over. All was still. All was silent. The terror-stricken nurse sat back on the floor, the babies in his arms, the cords still pulsing.



MEDEA

I

will

hold

them in my body. Watch them,

feel them

dissolve,

Jason, you bastard.

                  But the bastard is not

here.

Tamar,

take my hand,

squeeze it,

give me strength to

hold on.

  Damn you, Athena.

  Damn you, Eros.

Damn this world.

            Oh, here they come.

                           There is a

head.

There is my baby.

My soul, my soul.

                    Here is another.

Breathe, please breathe.

Oh, Tamar.

           Oh, my babies.

Oh, Tamar, my friend.


 

THE LEAVING



TAMAR

3 Thasos Court 

Corinth             

Euripides

7 Heracles Lane

Athens

Dear Rip,

Much has happened since I last wrote to you. Medea gave birth, despite her concerted attempt to retain and dissolve the infants within her womb. I was present at the delivery. It was very noisy, as one might expect. With screaming, grunting and communication with the gods. A clear night made it all the louder. The labor was also extremely long.

But the twins are alive and healthy and Medea, in spite of her pre-natal hysteria and conspiracy, loves them. Both are boys. They are identical. Whether handsome, who can tell? They are wrinkled. I believe their hair to be blond.

You should be here witnessing this mess. Jason has become more involved with King Creon’s child-daughter and rumor has it that—well, you can guess. Word is also that Creon welcomes the attentions of Jason toward his daughter. Where this leaves Medea, I do not know.

Still, the girl is a child. It is sad if Jason has done what some say, but surely the king will not allow his daughter to wed at such an unripe age. The girl is young, though freedom of royalty gives her reign to run wide and far.

Polydeuces is fine. He sends his best and says he looks forward to meeting you. He wishes you good luck with your writing. He is a good man, cousin. I love him very much.

My love to your mother. Take good care.

Love,                                                

Tamar                                    

I composed the letter short hours after the children were born. I was too exhausted to immediately seek sleep and was chased home to my house by the fear that Jason would return momentarily.

I arrived to find Polydeuces sitting and just staring out the window. I hugged him from behind, but his eyes did not drift from the nothing in particular at which he was gazing.

“So, it is done,” he said. “The children are born.”

“Yes.”

He said no more.



MEDEA

My babies. They were so beautiful. I named them Pylades and Lycus, two names I had long admired. I could not yet tell one child from the other, so one, at any given moment, could have been Pylades, Lycus or both. I was extremely tired. My muscles ached, felt like jelly. The babies did not cry much. Their eyes were exceptionally clear, holding a fascinating sparkle, a seductive sparkle; I believed them to carry my magic. Their skin shone only a bit of my pigment, but enough to mark their distinction from the pale populace.

Sadly, I believed them to have their father’s yellow hair. I cried for a while about that. I was still crying when the bastard came in.

He smiled his wide, stupid smile. He spotted the children and crossed the room to examine them more closely. “Such big, healthy boys,” he said. “And look at those nuts!”

“A function of my ancestry,” I said.

“I am pleased,” he said, having not or chosen not to hear my words.

I closed my eyes and laid back, letting my weakness soak into the bed. I was disturbed by weight on top of me. Jason was over me, spilling his wine-breath upon my face.

“No,” I said meekly. “I am sore.”

“Do you love me?” he asked.

My familiar, involuntary “yes” crawled from my throat and I thought I would vomit as he kissed me, but I’d nothing in my stomach to serve up. I was so tired, so sore and it was beyond my comprehension how this person could now mount me, beyond all understanding how I could allow or endure it. But, of course, I knew I was helpless. I was fortunate, however, that this boy was unarmed.



NURSE

I came into the chamber to check on infants and new mother. I fell to my knees when I saw the grunting monster covering her fatigued form. I was a gentle man, but I wanted to somehow do him damage. Medea’s head rolled toward me and her eyes found mine. She was pleading with me. She was helpless. I took a vase from the table, stepped to the bed, and shattered it over Jason’s head. He went limp on her. I pulled him off and he hit the floor with a thud.

Medea looked at me. She was grateful. She nodded slowly, said, “Thank you. I will allow you to witness the killing.”

I said, “Thank you, no.”

But she had passed out.



JASON

Such strong and handsome boys. Hung like little bulls. With hair the color of the morning sun. They looked so much alike. Having been out enjoying life, I suspected briefly that I was seeing double, but then I recalled Medea’s constant banter about being loaded with twins. So I was a father and all the better for the duplicity.

Seeing Medea lying there, naked and sweaty, those long dark legs crossed at the ankles, I was reminded of my initial attraction to her. Beads of perspiration caught the sunlight from the window as they rolled over the curve of her black thigh. She fell back and closed her eyes and I knew what she wanted. I sensed her longing, her opening for me. I climbed over her so that I might relieve that hollow feeling she must have had since emptying her womb.



POLYDEUCES

Another fruitless journey into the War Office. I left the Boeotian bureaucrats to their game of Pente and wandered the streets. Medea was on my mind. It had been two months since she had given birth and she was still weak in bed. Tamar was saddened and depressed not only by the business of Medea and Jason, but also by my distraction due to the same.

At the central square of town I noticed a crowd gathering. In a mood to be entertained by something, anything, I weaved through the onlookers toward the attraction. What I saw was certainly entertaining, indeed it moved me to the brink of laughter. There was Jason, showing off his babies, holding the boys over his head for all to see, the joyous father. The family man.

The crowd oohed at the golden-haired tykes. None showed surprise when Creon and his daughter, Creüsa, arrived in a convoy of chariots. No Corinthian would have another believe that he had been taken unaware by any development, nothing being astonishing to one up on all the gossip.

Creüsa kissed Jason a greeting right there, for her father and all else to see. I showed surprise. Creüsa and Creon each gathered a baby up in their arms, bounced them, cooed, and smiled like real people. Some deal was near fruition.

I left the scene and town to hike through the hills undisturbed by people. I watched a hawk survey a meadow from a high perch for some time, only to fly away in search of more plentiful ground. It struck me that man was the only creature capable of denying something known to be true. Nature had not done well by us.

I laid back on the grass and the sleep of grief and sadness took me. I awoke confronted with a dark sea of glimmering stars, each too bright to ignore. I let sleep take me again.



TAMAR

Polydeuces had not come home when darkness fell. I felt a chill, then an emptiness which scared and unsettled me more than anything I had ever experienced. I roamed the dark house. I stepped outside into the garden and found myself climbing the hill toward Medea’s house. My heart was racing. My torso seemed a hollow shell. I breathed deeply before entering.

Medea was alone, pacing the front room. “Hello, my friend,” she said, her voice soft, fragile.

“I am glad to see you’re up and about,” I said. “Are you feeling any better?”

“I am regaining some strength.”

“Have you seen my husband?” I asked.

“Polydeuces?”

“Yes, Polydeuces,” I said and I exhaled a short laugh. “He is my husband.”

“No, I’ve not seen him.”

I felt immediately sad for the exchange. “Forgive my nervousness,” I said. “Polydeuces has not returned home and I am concerned.”

She waved me off further apologies.

“How are the babies?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Their father has taken them out for the world to admire. Perhaps Polydeuces is with him.”

“I think not.”

Medea shrugged and let herself easily into a chair. “It would be good for you to get out and take some fresh air.”

“I am too tired,” she said.

I knelt by her and took her hand. “Tomorrow, then. We will go out and enjoy ourselves.” She nodded and closed her eyes.



MEDEA

He had my babies.



JASON

The babies were asleep on a pillow in my new chariot. They had been allowed earlier to nurse on the breasts of a slave to their little hearts’ content. From where we had parked on the hill we could see the city fires burning in the night. I sat with my back against a wheel, Creüsa huddled up under my arm, her head on my chest. The horses snorted and blew, but that only made the evening seem quieter. Things were beginning to fall into place.

“We will put Corinth on the map,” I said.

“What about Medea?” she asked.

“You’re not to worry your mind over that matter.”

“I think she should be sent away.”

“Why? She’s harmless.”

“She will still want you, Jason.”

“We cannot blame her for her feelings.”

Creüsa sighed. “I would prefer that she lived in some other part of the world.”

“Shhhh,” I said and I held her tightly.

I lifted her chin and kissed her. Her tongue had a delicate edge, a giving quality. My hands lifted and spread her robes and I finally touched the silky milk-white breasts and thighs. The blonde hair between her legs was soft, thin, spare. She trembled with fear, but she was willing. She complained that I was hurting her. I told her that was unavoidable.

The babies would not stop crying. Creüsa was sniffing a bit as well. She said she thought the infants were hungry again. That seemed reasonable. I took her to the palace, but did not see her in. I went home.



MEDEA

He brought my children to me. I held them to my breasts and watched their little mouths seek and find nipples. My glands had been aching for their sucking, my heart aching for their return. I’d no energy, no desire to offer any attention to Jason. I ignored him blatantly.

“Do you love me?” he asked.

I was silent.

“Do you love me, Medea?”

A great and fine light filled my soul and I looked at him. “Jason, you are a pathetic creature, hardly a man, a sorry lover. You may mount me; it is not within my power to resist. But, perhaps as a function of the insanity which festers in my psyche, I will not say again that I love you. So, sleep here at your own risk. The lingering traces of this horrid spell may disappear into my madness at any second. At any second, Jason. Why don’t you let me suck your little cock?”



JASON

“I’m leaving you, Medea,” I said.

She said nothing, but attended to the nursing babies. I had stung her badly, I could tell.

“We were not meant for each other. I’ve found a better situation. I’ve found someone like me.”

She looked up. “There is no one like you.”

“I need a woman who is pure.”

She smiled at me. She was losing her mind. I pitied her. I was glad I would be leaving and taking my boys with me.

“I’m leaving,” I said again. “I’ll be back later for my sons.”

Her smile faded, then returned. With a new quality.



NURSE

Medea called me into her chamber early in the morning. She was pacing from the foot of her bed to the window and back. She asked me what was the current line of gossip concerning her husband and “the breastless twit.” Medea’s hair was uncombed, her body unwashed.

“I do not pay attention to the gossip,” I said.

“Certainly you do,” she said. “You’re Greek, are you not?”

“I’ve heard nothing.”

“Do they really plan to take my children?”

“Please, my lady, you’re working yourself into a state.”

She laughed. “Look closely, nurse. I’m working myself into an entire nation. Perhaps I need an outlet.” She sat on the bed. “Grab a rag and wash me.”

I fetched a rag and water and wiped her flesh.

“I need to channel my energy, utilize it to some end. I’ve been observing this community. I believe I’ve happened onto a needed service. Yes, nurse, I will open a day care center for children.” She fell back on the bed laughing.

I leaned over her and continued bathing her.

Her laughter trailed off. “I do not know about Greek women…how much they will stand or take. Mark my words, nurse. Jason will not share smiles with his titless one over my grave. And Creon will not make a holiday in this pit of a city. Where there is wine, there will be blood.”

“Please, my lady, do not speak so. Such talk can become reality.”

“Good.”

“Two wrongs do not make a right,” I said.

She studied me for a second. “You have been lied to.”



TAMAR

Medea insisted on carrying both of the babies, though the nurse accompanied us into town. Because of her dark skin Medea was more visible than anyone I had ever seen. I was embarrassed that the pointers and whisperers were my people. The good weather of previous days was giving way to ominous clouds.

We wandered into a very strange traveling exhibit. In it, hanging from the ceiling of the tent, was a large egg. It was claimed to be an egg of Leda’s, a product of Zeus’ liberties with her in the form of a swan.

“Do you suppose that Helen or Clytemnestra came from this egg?” I asked Medea.

“Both,” she said.

“Imagine, the two from the same egg,” I said.

“Yes. Helen, the beautiful. And Clytemnestra, the correct.”

We stepped again into the daylight. Corinthians were becoming bolder, making no effort to cover their staring. They slowed and began to clump.

“Look at those eyes,” someone said. “She is a witch.”

“Surely evil,” said another.

“All the people of her country have occult powers.”

“They use magic as we use logic.”

At that, Medea gave forth a wild and shrill scream. The nurse rushed forth to help her with the babies, but she insisted on holding them herself. She stared up at the sky. She spoke:

“Take my babies, will you? This is the last light of day I shall observe. From that black cloud, black like me, I wish a bolt of lightning would come and char me.” She lowered her eyes to the crowd. “Oh my, and I believed myself to be alone.” She made an obvious attempt to compose herself. “Please, citizens, forget what you have heard. I’d like, however, to thank you all for your support. I take it that is why you have paused to witness my grief. But why wait for me to walk the streets? Come to my house. All is public in a Greek city. I will repay you handsomely for your attention and concern. I will show you that justice is more than mere vapor, more than a fragrance without source.” She relaxed. “Take my babies, will they?” she muttered and walked on.


 

A BIT MORE TIME



POLYDEUCES

I returned from the woods to find the city all a-stir with fresh and heated rumors. Denying tastes of gossip in Corinth drew me looks as if I were turning down free rubies.

Finding no one at my home, I moved on to Medea’s. Long before I gained the door I heard the wailing, awful and cat-like, evil. I entered the dwelling and was met by Tamar.

“Is that Medea?” I asked.

“Where have you been?”

“What is the matter with her.” I paused, considering the stupidity of my question. “Where are the children? Have they been taken?”

“Where have you been?” Tamar seemed distressed by something besides the apparent.

“I fell asleep in the woods,” I said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Where are the children, Tamar?”

“They are in the room with Medea.” Tamar’s eyes flooded and she began to weep. “What is happening? Here? With us? Oh, Polydeuces.”

I embraced her, stroked her hair. Medea’s wailing reached another frenzied peak, trailing off into a howl-moan.

“She is in such a way,” Tamar said.

The nurse came into the house with fresh water. “People are gathering outside,” he said. “They say the king is coming.”

Medea’s sounds ceased and she appeared in the doorway of her chamber, her hair loose, her eyes red and hard. “The king, eh?” she said. “Come to bark at me with his foul breath.” She looked at me, seeming pleased to find me, her eyes softened. She came to me and hugged me. “Polydeuces,” she said. “Through all of this, remember my heart. Know my circumstances.”

A commotion outside announced the king’s arrival. Medea let go of me and went to stand by the window which overlooked the garden. She posed there, backlit by the afternoon light.



MEDEA

The father of the girl-child came to tidy his house. I eagerly awaited the confrontation. The nurse grew pale as he watched the royal party approach; he said the king looked white with anger. I was glad to hear it.

Creon entered. He looked to me very much like Jason. Dogs of a feather and all that. He had two soldiers with him. He looked at my nurse, Tamar, and Polydeuces in turn.

“You have friends, I see,” Creon said.

“I have no friends,” I said.

“This is good, for none will be accompanying you!” His voice was loud, but only loud. He pretended to relax. “Medea, you fire-eyed demon, you must leave this land. Such is my decree. You must go into banishment, you and your children. I seek to remove the seed of disruption from my garden.”

“Banishment?”

“Exile. Banishment. Call it what you will, but get the hell away, to anywhere you choose. Any place that will have you.”

“Banishment,” I repeated. “How you dress up murder in such handsome words. I with my children?”

“I will not take them from you.”

“Jason tells another story.”

Creon paused. “It is my word which stands.”

“Bad things befall the house where bad things reside.” While he pondered that, I went on. “We know what exile entails—to march long days and nights deprived of food and good water, to weather unearthly heat and merciless winter storms, to become unwelcome beggars considered less than dogs and slaves. But still, I will not allow my children to remain here and run the risk of turning out like their father, your chosen friend.”

“You are selfish,” he said.

I laughed.

“You are potentially dangerous to those whom I wish to protect. You are a witch, I have been told. With powers I do not understand. It is said that you can cause the elements to resist their true natures and purposes and run against themselves.”



TAMAR

A breeze stirred in the garden beyond Medea, disturbing leaves and bending limbs. A wind out of nowhere and it came through the window, lifting Medea’s thick black hair, causing ripples in her robes.

“I do not know of what you speak,” she said.

“You have dark knowledge. It is clear,” Creon said.

The wind abated. Medea flattened her hair to her head with an open hand. “It seems,” she said, very calmly, that you believe me to harbor malice in my heart toward your little girl. On the contrary, I wish for her the very best. I hope that Jason treats her as well as he did me.”

Creon raised a fist. “Be gone, now! I’ve no more patience for you.” He gestured for his guards to move forward.

Medea fell to her knees.

The king stopped his men.

“Please,” Medea said, “I only want to die.”

“I do not believe you. If it were so, you would be dead. A seeker of death finds it. Exile it is. You may find your death in some other place.”



POLYDEUCES

I was surprised to see Medea on her knees, pleading with her enemy. I was frightened by the prospect that she might gain by her theatrics what she sought—a bit more time.

“Please,” she said, “allow me just this day in Corinth, to collect myself and make ready for such an arduous journey.”

Creon sighed. “A woman is not a man,” he said. “It is difficult to be coarse with them. It is against my better judgement, but I will allow you this day. But this day only. If you are here tomorrow, I will see to it that your thirst for death is quenched.” He began to exit, but stopped and turned at the door. “I fear I am a fool to fall prey to such womanly emotion.”

He left, his men following.

Medea regained her feet and marched, without a word, back into her chamber.



NURSE

The wind which had so suddenly blown up was gone without evidence. Small birds lighted on the branches just out the window. Tamar, Polydeuces, and I said nothing, made no sounds. The crowd outside dispersed and their noises faded into nothing. All was still. The silence was broken and we were startled by the sudden crying of babies.

“Nurse!” Medea called. “Come in here and see to these children.”



TAMAR

“Where will she go?” I asked Polydeuces.

“I don’t think she’s going anywhere,” he said. “I must speak with her.”

He left me and went into the room. A moment later, out came the nurse, shutting the door behind him. He gave me a peculiar glance and pretended to observe something out the window.

“What goes on?” I asked.

“They are talking.”

“Look at me, nurse.”

He turned his eyes to mine. “They are talking.”

I had in my mind to open the door and see for myself, but I had not the heart. Instead, I left that place and went home.



POLYDEUCES

I finally freed myself from Medea’s embrace. What I felt as she held me was a confusing mixture. She softened to me as would a lover, she trebled like a frightened child, she held fast with resolve. She felt hot, cold, distant, and immediate. She felt crazy and all too sane.

“Medea, I beg you to swallow your pride and flee,” I said.

“This is not about pride,” she said. “This is about justice.”

“If you wish, I will take you to Athens and make you safe there. I can arrange your sanctuary.”

But she was not listening. She had a chest open and was rummaging through it. “Such nice things have I for the new Mrs. Dog.”

“What are you about, Medea?”

“Hush,” she said, becoming alert. “It has arrived.”



JASON

I arrived to find Medea and Polydeuces exiting the bedchamber together. Much was explained to me concerning Polydeuces’ recent odd behavior.

“I see, my friend, why our relations have been strained of late,” I said to Polydeuces.

He said nothing, but stepped to the window.

“Medea,” I said, “I have come for my sons.”

“I knew that you would,” she said. “Loving parent that you are.”

“So, give them to me.”

“Jason, I have been rash, as people of my country are wont to be. I understand your attraction to the fair daughter of Creon and certainly hers to you. I appreciate her station, as I’m sure you do.”

I started to speak, but she stopped me with a raised hand.

“Let me finish, please. I have reacted to all of this rather emotionally. Now, however, my head prevails. I wish you well with your young bride. Indeed, to prove it—nurse, bring the packages from my bed.”

The man went into Medea’s chamber and returned quickly with two boxes.

“Set them here,” Medea said. “I wish these artifacts from my lost country to be your bride’s. A golden crown and the woven-gold gown. They are the only ones of their kind in your world. The God of the Sun gave them to my grandfather and he to me.”

“Medea. Such gifts. I do not know what to say.”

“Say nothing. Only allow me the joy of giving and making some things correct.”

“I do not think this generosity will change Creon’s mind about your exile.”

“He has made his will clear to me. He, however, has graciously permitted that I stay this one day. All I ask of you is that you let me have a couple more hours with my children.”

“I am glad to see that you have come around in your thinking. Perhaps you would not be packing had you done so earlier.”

She closed up the boxes.

“Three hours,” I said. “Then the boys come with me.”



NURSE

Medea turned to me and smiled sickly. “Nurse, carry these packages for Jason.”

I took them in my arms.

“I will see you later, Medea,” Jason said and walked out.

Medea caught me at the door. “Do not hurry back,” she said. “Stay awhile so that you might return and tell me how the fair princess enjoys her gifts.”


 

THE KILLING



POLYDEUCES

Medea looked to me when Jason and the nurse were gone. She smiled easily, adjusting her robes. She said—

“God is alive, you know.”

“Must all this transpire?” I asked.

“Polydeuces, tragedy has its obligations.”

“Then all is out of control,” I said. “And I do not care to hear any details, anticipated or actualized.”

“You have been a fine friend. Thank you.”

“I must go home to my wife.”

“Yes,” she said. “A quick marriage, but a sound one. You see the good of long engagements. Tamar is a fine woman. You be good to her. Make her happy, Polydeuces.”

“I will.”

With that I was gone, away from her. Halfway down the hill I heard her issue a loud howl of laughter.

Tamar was sitting, rocking in a chair not designed for such movement. She gave me a cutting glance and returned her eyes to her hands folded in her lap.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Are you done with your affairs up the hill?”

“Tamar?”

“Don’t ‘Tamar’ me. Is her dark flesh so much richer than mine?”

I did not know what she was talking about.

“Don’t pretend. I saw the nurse’s face. He told me all I needed to know.”

“What did the nurse say?”

“He didn’t have to say anything. His eyes told the whole story.”

“Are you saying that you believe—” I stopped. “Tamar, very serious events are about to take place. You will have to take my word that Medea and I have not joined as lovers. If you insist on viewing the black woman as your competitor, then relax, knowing that soon she will be no more.”



MEDEA

My babies were crying. I went to them, held them, bared my breasts and fed them.



JASON

News of the gifts spread like fire through the palace. The atmosphere became more relaxed as fear of Medea’s black magic evaporated. Creüsa came running to me. She wanted to see the presents.

“What have you?” she asked with her child’s voice.

“Presents and, strangely, presents from Medea. She, no doubt, wishes to lessen my displeasure with her.”

“She must still leave.”

“She understands that.”

“May I see?”

I instructed the nurses to hand over the packages. Creüsa took them to a table and opened them She pulled the gown from its box and let it drop the length of her body.

“Oh my,” she said. “I will try these on and come back to show you.”

“Very well, my little one.”

While she was away, Creon came in.

“Things go a bit more smoothly,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Where is Creüsa?”

“She will return shortly. She is putting on the golden gifts from Medea. I predict she will be lovely in them”

“You have handled this matter well.”

Creüsa appeared, all a-glitter and aglow. She was stunning in the gold. She pranced around on her tiny, bare, white feet, turning to catch glimpses of herself in the mirror held by her attendants.

The king nodded approvingly. He began to discuss with me matters of his army.



NURSE

The princess seemed particularly fascinated by the way the gown fell at her heels. She glanced back over her shoulders as she swished the garment against the backs of her legs. Then she looked a little unsteady. She staggered to a chair and sat. Jason and the king did not notice, they were engrossed in conversation. The princess lost color. She trembled, especially in her hands. One of the attendants got it into her head that one of the gods was displeased. The old woman began to wail a cry of worship. This drew the attention of Creon and Jason.

By the time the king was to his daughter she was frothing at the mouth. Her pupils rolled up into her head.

“Nurse,” he called to me. “Come here.”

I stepped closer and looked at the girl.

“What is the matter with her?” Creon asked.

“Very much, sire.”

Then the girl came around. She let go an awful shrill scream. I thought I heard Medea’s voice in the air. “Such thin music,” the voice said. The crown on her head became a circle of fire, a magnificent, white-hot flame. The gown began to devour her flesh. She ran wildly about the room, a tail of smoke behind her. She was completely consumed. She shook her head, attempting to free herself of the crown which was burning through to her brain, but it was stuck there. And the more she moved the worse the fire became. Jason was terror-struck, not knowing what to do, where to turn. Creon just stood there, mouthing his child’s name.

Finally, she fell to the floor, all the features of her face gone up in flame and smoke. I wanted to look away, but I could not. Such disfigurement. Such a smell was in the air. Blood ran into flame and sizzled. No one moved to touch her. But grief got the better of a father’s heart and Creon threw himself on her, sobbing. He was trying to smother the last of the flames. But the fire was not done; with purpose, it found the king and offered him a death like his child’s. And it was the arms of his child which would not let him up and away from his attacker.

When at last my eyes were free of whatever force had held my eyes to that scene, I was away, running for my entire worth. I ran back to Medea.



JASON

I watched the last of Creon’s scorched meat flow like liquid from his bones. It was horrible to observe. I stepped back, thinking the fire to be conscious and deliberate. Then attendants were crying, screaming, running about. A couple begged me to do something.

I ran outside and collected myself. Medea would pay and pay dearly for this transgression.



MEDEA

I was waiting on the porch when my nurse returned. He ran up, sweating, weeping, quivering. He stopped and just looked at me.

“You need not give me particulars,” I told him “I can see it all clearly.”

“So awful,” he whined and fell to sit on a step. He held his face in his hands.

“But all is not done,” I said.

He cried louder.

I went into the house.



NURSE

Yes, I wept. I wept for us all. I cursed the spell that had first misdirected Medea’s emotions. I cursed the spirit by which Jason had been moved to wed the black woman. I wept for the children. I wept for us all.

Jason arrived. He was wildly angry, but scared, more than a little confused. He had been drinking. He swayed there with the breeze.

“Where is she?” he asked.

“Inside,” I said.

“Medea!”

The air was filled with the crying of babies, then silence.



JASON

She came out of the house. Her white robes were covered with red. I felt sicker yet. I sank to my knees.

“You could lift a sword against your own children?” I cried.



MEDEA

The warm blood matted my clothing against my body, my breasts. I recognized the scent of my babies.

“I have lifted a blade and struck them a blow no less severe than the one delivered by their father,” I said. “I have rendered them a service.”

Jason cried.

“Why do you cry?” I asked. “You are alive. You have not been burned. You have not been cut. Oh, I see—your smile is gone. Grieve for your smile.”

“You are wicked,” he muttered through his tears.

“No, Jason, motivated.”
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