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Book I
Returning Home

The Trojan War lasted ten long years.  Greeks and Trojans both had struggled relentlessly, accomplishing heroic feats and committing shameful acts.  Great warriors had been cut down in their prime, and deeds were accomplished that would be sung about down through the ages.  

Then suddenly it was over in a flash of fire, a splash of blood and a trampling of horses.  Through bravery as well as cleverness, the Greeks had gained the victory and the gallant Trojans were defeated.  It was finally over, and men whose ships had floated empty for years in the bay of Troy gathered by the water's edge in groups.

There were many faces missing, many oars lacked a rower after ten years of war. But those who raised their sails and lowered their oars into the water were cheerful. Their ships were full of Trojan gold and wine. Best of all, they were going home. 

Home! To wives they had not seen for ten years, to sons who had grown from boys into young men, to daughters who had grown from babies into beauties, to farms that had been untended for ten hot summers. A few strokes of the oar and they would be home - all those men who had answered the call to war and gathered from every island and shore of the ocean. 

The long, fast ships were heaved off the sand and gravel and into deep water.  Friends stood waist-deep in the sea, waving and calling out: 
‘Till we meet again, Nestor!’ 

‘Until we meet again, Menelaus!’ 
‘Until we meet again, all you brave warriors’

‘Safe journey, Odysseus!’

Odysseus felt the sand and gravel grate against the bottom of his ship. Then, with a rush of white water past the bow, the long-boat glided into the blue ocean.  The painted sail cracked as it filled with air, and the hero of the Trojan War leaned on the tiller and turned his eyes away from the shoreline and the smoking ruins of Troy. He was going home to his kingdom of Ithaca. His mascot, a rooster, crowed on the stern rail. 

Following behind his own fast black ship, like babies behind a mother swan, were eleven others all manned by men of Ithaca.  At first their rowing was ragged. Their oars beat out of time for lack of practice and their shoulders burned under the Trojan sun.  But gradually they settled into a rhythm - splash, grunt and a sigh.  Polites, the lieutenant of Odysseus, stood by his ruler and friend.
‘Your son will be a big lad now, captain,’ said Polites.
Odysseus smiled.  ‘Eleven! Almost eleven!  He was only a baby when I left Ithaca.  A fine help I've been to his mother, leaving her all alone.’ 

‘Ah, but such a woman, captain!’
Odysseus looked over the white tipped waves with unfocused eyes. ‘Indeed, yes, Polites.  Such a woman.’ 
High in the window of Pelicata Palace, Penelope, Queen of Ithaca and wife of Odysseus, looked out across the ocean. A dark shape caught her eye, far, far out across the sea.  At once she was leaning out of the window and her hands gripped the vine which covered the palace walls.  ‘Odysseus! Odysseus!’  Her voice rang through the empty courtyards and tumbled over the cliff edge.  Her son, Telemachus, stopped his game of archery and ran towards the house. 
But it was only a bird in flight, and not a ship at all. Penelope pressed her cheek against the cold stone of the window frame and steadied her breathing. Behind her, Telemachus ran into the room.  ‘Is it him, Mama? Has Father come home from the war?’
Penelope turned away from the window, smiling.  ‘Not yet, Telemachus. I was mistaken. Not just yet.’

Still far out at sea, the ships of Odysseus began to rise and fall on the quickly-growing waves.  The sky began to turn dark, and the warriors looked nervously at the towering clouds.  A breeze sprang up. The breeze turned itself into a wind and the wind twisted itself into a raging storm.

Odysseus' twelve ships were thrown by the wild waves: those on the tops and those in the depths smashed sides as they rose and fell. The crews looked in terror at their sails and saw them one moment against a sky crazed with lightning, the next in a valley of black water.  They raised their oars but they were too slow to lower the sails, which ripped into pieces. Two hundred voices called on the gods, and prayers flew like seagulls over the raging sea. For nine days and nights the men of Ithaca held on for their lives as their ships were thrown mercilessly over the angry ocean.  They ate wet bread and drank rainwater, cupping it out of the cracks with their hands.  Desperate eyes tried to pierce the storm and spy land. 

‘Land!’

‘Where? I don't believe you!’

‘There! There!’ 

‘It's a cloud.’

‘It's a reef!’ 

‘It's an island!’

‘We shall be driven past.’

 ‘We shall be broken up!’

‘We shall be saved,’ said Odysseus loudly and calmly, ‘and the gods are to be thanked for it.’  He alone, with his courage and faith, had kept his men from despair.
The gods were indeed to be thanked. The storm finally died, and they found themselves thrown onto a long white beach.  The twelve ships lay on their sides and the crews crawled up the sand.  Most of the men fell asleep on their hands and knees.

When the dawn came, the men looked about at the jungle-covered island on which they found themselves.  Eurylochus, the most impatient of the lieutenants of Odysseus, approached his leader.

‘Can we go and look for food?’ he asked. 
‘Are the men rested?’ said Odysseus. 
‘I've got a wife and six daughters to get home to, and I don't mean to keep them waiting any longer than I need to, captain. I've been away ten years already.’ 

‘Very well. But go carefully. Take just twenty men with you: I don't want the islanders to think we are an invasion force - and don't get into any fights.’ 

Odysseus wanted to check the boats for any damage. So Eurylochus took men and went inland in search of food and fresh water. The sinking sun fired the sky.  The night turned it black. And still Eurylochus did not come back. 

Odysseus waited until first light to begin the search. Leaving the ships well guarded, he took fifty men inland through the thick, jungle trees. Hanging leaves stroked their faces. Sweet-smelling flowers drooped and sprinkled their hair with pollen. There was a noise of quick streams bubbling around them, and calm deer peeped at them from between the plants. 

‘What danger could there be in a place like this?’ whispered Polites at Odysseus' shoulder. 

The King of Ithaca said nothing, but the hairs on the back of his neck were lifting. No more than a mile along the green and shady path, they came to a clearing and were dazzled by sunlit water.  Around a small lake stood a village of palm-leaf huts. Lying in the shade, their sword-belts all unbuckled, were Eurylochus and his twenty men as well as a group of naked island people. The young native men and women all had long, thick hair which spilled over their shoulders and over the guests lying in the grass. They were feeding their visitors fruit from wooden bowls, and the Greeks lay back with contented smiles and fruit running down their chins.  

At the sight of Odysseus, the islanders leapt up smiling.  They took hold of the newcomers and pulled them towards the shade. Their hands were as brown as chestnuts and their skin was sticky with the juice of the fruit. Their voices were soft murmurs, like half-remembered songs, and their mouths never once stopped smiling. 

Eurylochus smiled, too. He grinned at Odysseus as at someone whose face was dimly familiar.  His words slurred a little when he said, ‘Don't I know you? Come and have some of this fruit. There's plenty! Plenty! Taste it! You never tasted anything better!  I do know you, don't I?’ 
He tossed a piece of fruit - a golden globe wrapped in a smooth skin - and Polites reached up to catch it. But Odysseus snatched the fruit out of the air.  He looked suspiciously at it for a moment, and tossed into the lake. He whispered over his shoulder to Polites, ‘Tell the men: no one is to touch the fruit.’ He waved away the sticky brown hands that offered him the luscious food. Then he called out to Eurylochus, ‘What about your wife and six daughters, my friend?  Will you keep them waiting while you idle here?’
‘Who? What? Sorry, friend, but I think you've got the wrong man…Wife?  Daughters?  Have some fruit.  That's what you need - some fruit to set your brain straight.’ And as Eurylochus spoke, the juice ran down his beard and stained his chest a sugary, sticky gold. 

Polites was alarmed. ‘What's the matter with him, captain? What's the matter with all of them?  I don’t trust this place’

A smiling native girl pressed a fruit against Odysseus' lips until he took a grip on her wrist and pushed it away. ‘Have you never heard of the lotus-eaters, Polites?’ 

‘The lotus-eaters?’ 

‘Lotus-eaters?’ 

The name echoed through the group of Odysseus’ men and their faces turned deathly white. Odysseus leapt up on to a poolside log. ‘Courage, men! Your comrades have been eating the lotus fruit. Their memories have melted and their brains have drowned in the terrible juice. They care nothing now for us or for the families waiting for them. Are we to abandon them here? Or shall we save them from themselves? Close up your ears and seal up your lips, and help me carry them back to the ships.  No one taste of the lotus or lose your hope of home!’
Round the pool they ran, pushing aside the reaching hands of the villagers and overturning the bowls and baskets of lotus fruit. They seized on their friends - two men to one - and dragged them to their feet.

‘Leave us be! What are you doing? Get away! Who are you?’ shrieked the lotus-eating Greeks.  ‘You barbarians!  If it's the fruit you want, there's plenty for everyone! What are you doing? Where are you taking us? Leave us be! For the gods’ sake, don't take us away from the fruit!’ 

The further they were dragged away from the pool and down the shadowy path, the more desperately the men struggled and pleaded and shrieked:  ‘The fruit! We must take the fruit! What are you doing? We can't leave without the fruit - we'd die! We'll all die without it! It's life!  It's everything! Pity us! Don't make us leave the fruit!’

Shutting their ears and sealing their lips, Odysseus and his party of fifty men dragged their foolish friends down towards the sea, though their sandals kicked at the ground and their hands clutched at tree branches in terror. The lotus-eating villagers pattered along behind making a strange murmuring music. But as they got further from the grove where their beloved lotus trees grew, they dropped away and ran back towards the village. 

‘Take some fruit! Please! A morsel of fruit, if you have a shred of pity in you,’ begged Eurylochus. 
Should we, captain?’ asked Polites anxiously. ‘We must have food if we're to row.’
But Odysseus wouldn’t allow one lotus fruit to be taken aboard, and the twelve ships were pushed into the surf as empty as they had come. ‘What use would it be to row if we had forgotten where we were going?’ he said.  ‘Tie the lotus-eaters to their benches and don't untie them till this place is out of sight or they'll try to swim back.’ And so they would have, except for the strong rope that bound them, and the strength of their friends who heaved on the wooden oars.

At last their brains struggled free of the nectar of the deadly lotus. They began to remember and to be ashamed. And they began to feel very seasick after eating all that fruit.
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Book II
The Sea God’s One-eyed Son
After the escape from the lotus-eaters, the long-boats drifted aimlessly on the high seas.  The men of Ithaca suffered terribly from hunger, and they had no strength left to pull the heavy oars.  There was not a bite left to eat.  But there was one thing they had plenty of: wine. Wine taken from Trojan palaces kept in clay jugs rammed deep into heaps of sand in the stern of each ship. Odysseus allowed his men to drink a sip of the Trojan wine in the hope that it would raise their spirits. But to his horror they immediately turned into helpless drunks before falling asleep on each other's shoulders. 
‘A little too strong,’ he said to his rooster mascot, and the rooster shrugged its wings and fluffed out its feathers. The boats drifted, with no one rowing. 

‘Land!’ shouted the look-out next day. 
‘Look, vines!’

‘Olive trees!’ 
‘Goats!’

‘Let's go and load the boats right now!’

‘Let's just walk carefully and take what we are given,’ said Odysseus.  ‘I will take one ship's crew and make contact with the people living here. The rest of you stay by that little island offshore, and wait there till I send word that it's safe to join us.’ 

So only one ship sailed up to the rocky land - past cliffs with dark caves and planted with olive trees and corn. It is hard to judge size, looking to shore from a boat, or they might have wondered at the size of the dark cave dwellings or the height of the planted corn. Not a boat was floating in the bay, for the science of shipbuilding had not yet reached this remote island.  There was nobody to be seen. 

‘Bring that jug of wine,’ said Odysseus. ‘We may be able to trade it for food or give it as a gift if we are received kindly.’  It took four strong men to carry the huge stone jar, held between two oars by rope handles.

They went ashore and up a path to the nearest of the caves. The smell of cheese and sheep was very strong as they entered. The wine-carriers set down the wine and propped the oars against the shadowy rear wall. As they did so, they tripped over a huge, soft wheel of cheese. ‘Look at the size of this, captain! Come on, let's take it and get out of here. It's food enough to last us as far as Ithaca.’

‘What? Steal? When we could wait and be given it?’ said Odysseus proudly.  ‘The laws of hospitality demand that our host gives us food for our journey.’ 

The sinking sun shone in through the cave mouth, and as the night insects began to chirp, the cliff-dwellers came back from tending their sheep. The crewmen could hear pebbles, dislodged from the pathways, tumble into the sea. Then the sheep arrived.

Sheep? They were the size of large cows, and as furry as the sheep dogs used by the men of Crete.

But the sheep were tiny compared to the shepherd - a monstrous mass of flesh and bone whose knuckles trailed in the dirt and whose mouth was itself a cave. In the center of his forehead, rimmed with thick lashes, was a single massive eye. 
The Cyclops drove his sheep into the cave and rolled a huge boulder across the entrance to seal it.  Then it started a fire burning in the center of the cave. As it flared up, it lit the staring faces of the terrified Greeks. The single eye gleamed as it fixed on each man in turn, and the Cyclops grinned. ‘Hello, people. Aren't you little?’

‘Indeed, indeed. Poor small creatures come to admire the famous race of one-eyed giants,’ said Odysseus (who was not just a hero and a king, but also a politician). 

The Cyclops had difficulty in hearing the small, piping voice. He cleaned one ear with his finger.

‘Hmm.  Two eyes.  How disgusting. But I won't let it put me off.  Polyphemus will try anything once.’ Reaching out, he caught one of the fattest crew members in his hands like a squirming puppy and beat his brains out, splattering the floor.  Then he crammed him into his huge mouth.
It happened so fast. There was no scream, no shout of protest. But when the second man was taken, the Greeks started up a yelling which shook the cliff, racing from side to side of the cave and beating with their fists on the large rock.

‘Sir!’ cried Odysseus, struggling to keep the terror out of his voice. ‘Where did you learn your manners?  From the scum of Troy? Everyone knows that the gods frown on the man who shows unkindness to his guests!’ 
‘Nobody frowns on Polyphemus,’ said the Cyclops, tapping his hairy chest.  ‘My father is the god Poseidon! I can do what I like.’  He began counting them with an outstretched finger, and licking his hairy lips. ‘Hmmm. Are there any more of you outside? Where did you come from? Did you come out of a hole in the ground like ants, or did you fly down from the sky?’

Made brave by anger, one man began to speak, ‘We came off the sea in warships, with swords and spears aboard, and yes, there are plenty of good men who…’

‘Who would be here now if they had not been wrecked and drowned on the rocks,’ said Odysseus quickly, to protect the five hundred waiting in ignorance on the little island offshore. Better fifty should be lost than five hundred and fifty, he thought.

‘And who are you, skinny one?’ said the Cyclops, walking his fingertips across the floor towards Odysseus. 

For a moment he was tempted to throw back his head and declare, ‘I am Odysseus, King of Ithaca, hero of Troy, whose deeds are spoken of by poets and whose kingdom includes mountains and woods!’  But, thinking quickly, Odysseus said instead, ‘My family name is ‘Atall’, but I was the sorrow of my mother and my father's shame.  So small am I in height my parents called me No-Body. What pride could you take in such a prisoner? Now roll back the boulder and let us go, or I won't give you the present I brought with me to your cave.’
‘Present? What present? I like presents! I want a present! Give me a present! Give me, and I won't eat you, No-Body – I promise, promise, promise!’ said the Cyclops, thumping his fists on the floor.

‘Very well.  Since you ask so nicely.  Men!  Fetch out the jug.’
Greeks crawled out from every corner of the cave, sobbing with fright. They had no wish to give the Cyclops so much as the smell of their sweat. But they trusted their captain and they carried the stone wine jar out of the shadows. 

‘Boo, is that all? I've got wine of my own,’ snarled Polyphemus. 

‘Not like this, you haven’t,’ answered Odysseus.

So Polyphemus broke off the neck of the jug and took a swig.  ‘Mmm.  It’s fair.’ 

‘The flavor settles to the bottom,’ said Odysseus.  ‘The first taste is good, but the last sips are best.’ 

So Polyphemus drank it all, and he had to agree; the more he drank, the happier he grew until, when the jug was empty, he was so happy that his brains were like melted butter and his words as scrambled as eggs.  ‘’Sgood present, No-Body. I Like it. Polyphemus sleep now. Also sheep shleepnow - baahaha! Momingtime eat you, No-Body!’ 

‘Eat you?’ asked Odysseus, hoping he had misunderstood. 

‘No, silly.  Can't eat me!  Eat you!’

‘But you promised!’ cried Odysseus indignantly.
‘I lied,’ said Polyphemus, with a drunken smile, before falling backwards unconscious.  From his open mouth, he dribbled streams of liquor and bits of men.  For a moment there was silence - then a general rush for the doorway and a great pushing against the boulder. 

It was impossible. The men fell exhausted to their knees and wept openly. 

‘We're done for, captain. It didn't work. Your plan didn't work.’
‘My plan has only just begun,’ said Odysseus from the rear of the cave where he had stood to watch them struggle with the boulder.  ‘Who has a knife with him? Help me work this oar to a point - and quickly! The drink won't keep our kind friend asleep for too many hours.’ 

With knives, and stones off the floor of the cave, they whittled at the rounded end of one of the oars by which they had carried the wine jar. When it was worked to a point, they laid it in the dying coals of the fire. And when it was glowing hot and ready to burst into flames, they made it as hard as metal by splashing it with milk from the sheep.  Again they laid it in the fire. By the time it was glowing white-hot, the darkest, latest hour of the night had come, and the monstrous Cyclops was beginning stir. 

Men who had charged the gates of Troy once more stood side by side, the sharpened oar resting on their shoulders like a battering ram.  Odysseus was nearest the glowing point. He gave the word to run forward. He aimed the oar. He guided the point into the opening eye of the waking Cyclops. They rammed it deep into his eye and the pierced eye-ball hissed, broiling, and the roots popped.  Odysseus and all his men fell back from the noise which followed. 

With a horrible scream, Polyphemus arched his back and clawed at them and at the pain in his head. He took hold of the wooden oar, and wrenched it out of his tormented face and hurled it away. The sheep scattered in terror. 

The Greeks threw themselves on their faces and prayed to the gods. The Cyclops' screams echoed around the cave like the inside of a bell – they rattled the rocks off the cliff-face. Landslides crumbled into the sea below. 

Other Cyclopses were brought from their beds - men and women all as tall as trees - crashing about in the outer darkness, hurrying to the aid of their neighbor.  ‘What is it, Polyphemus? Who's in there with you?’
The cry came back:  ‘No-Body! No-Body has hurt me. No-Body Atall is in here. Oh, someone tell my father! No-Body Atall has blinded me!’

The Cyclopses peered at each other in the moonlight.  ‘Well, that's all right then. A nightmare obviously. We're glad to hear it, Polyphemus! Peace be on your eye till morning!’  And away they went, a little bad-tempered at having been woken up for no reason. 

When Polyphemus heard them go, he lapsed into a terrible silence, staring about him in the darkness of his everlasting night. At last he said, ‘Your plan has failed, No-Body. I am not dead. But you and your comrades will never leave this cave alive!’ 

Outside, the night sky turned pale. It was morning. But no sunlight creeping in round the massive boulder told Polyphemus that it was daytime - only the bleating of his sheep.  ‘Oh, my woolly ones! You want to be out in the daylight. Of course you do. Don't I know, better than any of you, how to long for the sunlight?  It's gone!  I'll never see it again.  I'll never see anything again. Blind!  Oh, you gods!  To be blind forever!  The sea's blue is nothing but a noise. The grass's green is nothing but a wetness underfoot.  Oh my dear, happy, ignorant little sheep!  If only you could speak and tell me where those Greeks are hiding.  I'd pull them apart like wishbones. I'd have them die twenty times over in killing them!’

Feeling the surface of the familiar boulder which stopped up his cave, he put his shoulder to it and rolled it aside. But he sat himself in the very center of the doorway, with his hands spread to either side, so that no puny Greek should pass him alive. The sun warmed his back and his sheep pushed forward, bleating. ‘Slowly, now. Quietly, my little loves,’ said the Cyclops tenderly.  ‘It would never do for the villains to get by me by hiding next to you.’ And he felt along their backs and along their fleecy sides before he let them pass. 

Little did he realize that Odysseus had roped the sheep together in threes, and that underneath each center sheep a man held on for his life. 

Soon all the sheep but one had passed Polyphemus. Only the big old ram remained, with Odysseus himself clinging beneath its belly. As it passed the Cyclops, he took hold of its head in his two great hands, and wept from his lost eye.  ‘Oh, my old ram.  My dear old friend and companion.  I wish to the gods you could speak and describe the beauty and the wildness of the world. What use am I to you now? Can I milk your sheep or guide you to the grasslands? I shall have to give you to my worthless neighbors - the scum who left me in agony last night and never came to my aid.  Oh, woolly one!  I'm sorry!  You'll never, never know how sorry I am!’ 

At last he let the ram pass by, and Odysseus dropped on to his back on the rough cliff path. He ran after his men, gathered by now on the beach below. They were wrestling the sheep into their fast, black ship: food for the voyage. 

They pushed off.  They bent across their oars.  The sea foamed white beneath the prow. Their course lay past the cliff dotted with caves - right below the cave-mouth where Polyphemus sat feeling about for his enemies. The memory of his two dead men burned in Odysseus: he could not take his eyes from the huge, hairy back of the weeping Cyclops. All at once he got to his feet and roared, ‘I am Odysseus, Polyphemus.  I am Odysseus, hero of Troy, and my kingdom covers islands, mountains and woods!  It was I who blinded you, and the poets will one day praise me for it in songs of many verses!’

The men at their oars stared at him in disbelief.  Even his mascot, his own rooster, pecked him in the leg. But Odysseus didn’t care.  ‘What harm can it do?’ he yelled.  ‘There's no one but a blind fool to hear me - ha, ha, ha!’ 

Polyphemus heard the insult and rose to his knees, then to his feet. He cocked his ear towards the sound of Odysseus' voice.  He picked up the boulder from the opening of his cave and raised it over his head.  Before he let it go, he raised his blinded face to the heat of the sun and yelled, ‘Father! You god of the oceans! Poseidon, god of the sea - hear my curse! See what Odysseus, King of Ithaca, has done to your son!  Hate him with all the rage of the mighty oceans - as I do.  Curse him as I curse him!  Avenge me, for I am powerless to be avenged!’  And he hurled the boulder. 
The men saw it coming and they covered their faces in fear.  The huge rock hit the water just a fraction behind the stern of the boat, and the wave it raised lifted the boat like a hand and thrust it forward, cutting a path through the sea.  The front of the boat hit a little offshore island.  The boat split, spilling the rowers on to the silver sand.  Odysseus, as he rolled clear, laughed out loud and kicked his feet in the air.  ‘So much for the curses of a Cyclops!’ he snorted.  

His crew of five hundred and more gathered round him, slaughtering the captured sheep.  But of those who had escaped from the cave, not one laughed and not one congratulated him. Two of their comrades were dead - eaten by the Cyclops - and Polyphemus had cursed them.  Odysseus scowled and lay on his back, looking up at the sunny morning sky.  ‘Poseidon, did he say?’ whispered a voice in his heart. ‘Are we cursed by Poseidon, the god of the sea?’  And somewhere in the crashing of the waves, he heard the ocean murmuring, ‘Polyphemus is blinded.  A curse on Odysseus and on all of his men!’ 
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Book III
The Brass Island and the Bag of Winds
The men of Ithaca had escaped from the terrible Cyclops, but they were still far from home in unknown waters, and the food taken from the one-eyed monster would not last long.  They scanned the horizon each day, until finally they spotted something that gave them hope.  At first it was just a dazzle on the edge of sight, a flash too bright for the eyes. Then they began to make out its shape. 

‘Land!’ cried the look-out.

‘No, a ship, isn’t it?’

‘An island.’

‘A city!’

As the ships approached, the amazed men realized that this was all of those things.  It rose out of the sea like a giant upside-down bucket – floating in the sea with cliffs as high as the walls of Troy, and all made of shining brass.  Only a single white line of sea-salt stained its gleaming, metal sides.  There was not a ladder or a foothold. As they sailed alongside, they could see their own faces - a frightening sight after ten years spent living in dirty tents. While they fixed their beards and hair, Odysseus put his hands about his mouth and shouted for the people of the place. 

Right beside him, a basket, made in the shape of a bird’s nest, dropped down on the end of a brass chain.  Without a moment's thought, Odysseus jumped inside the nest.  ‘At the first sign of trouble, push off and get away. Polites is in command if I don't return.’  As he spoke, the basket was lifted up. 

When he reached the top, two hands helped him out of the basket. They were soft hands, heavy with jewels. Odysseus climbed out and faced a short, plump man dressed in rich clothes.  He smiled at Odysseus, ‘Welcome! Welcome to Aeolia, stranger.  I am the king here.  Come and dine with me and my family. Shall I pull up your men or send food and drink down to them? The rules of hospitality command that I give you everything you need.’ 

‘You are very kind, sir,’ said Odysseus, and he introduced himself.
‘Odysseus? But I have heard so much about you! Every ship that passes brings some new news of Troy and its heroes, and your name is always mentioned.  But the war is over.  What are you doing so far from your kingdom?’  The King of Aeolia was hungry for news: he gobbled it down like food and drink, and Odysseus quickly understood why. 

In the dining hall, all the people of Aeolia were gathered: the king and Queen, their six sons, six daughters, and a handful of servants. Odysseus heard a tinkling music sounding over their heads where strings of seashells waved in the breeze. 

Odysseus sent word to his men that they were safe. But seeing the shortage of chairs and the one dining table, he told them to stay in the ships below to eat and drink all the good things King Aeolus sent down to them.  How they dined!  All evening and all night they ate, until the eleven black ships sat low in the water and the sailors slept over their oars. 

High above, there was no sleep for Odysseus. To satisfy the endless curiosity of the King, he had to tell of all his examples of bravery in the wars and all his adventures since leaving Ithaca. The ruler of this floating castle never left his island kingdom, and he lived for the gossip of sailors.

Odysseus said, ‘You must come to Ithaca some day and let me repay your hospitality.’  But then the King's features froze, and all of a sudden the beautiful brass city of Aeolia seemed like a prison.
‘Oh, we never leave the city .We have everything we need here. I've married my sons to my daughters so that they need never leave home, and travelers like you tell us stories of the world. What more do we need? ...Enough! Come with me. I have a present for you.’

He took Odysseus by the wrist and led him through brass hallways to a room locked with a golden key. Inside it was a single bag which moved slightly where it lay. Something was inside it, and it was tied with seven ropes.  While servants carried the bag up to the roof of Aeolia, the King explained.  ‘Last week, Zeus the Almighty, Father of all the gods, argued with Poseidon, the Sea God. To punish him, Zeus took from him the eight winds of the world, and put them in my safe-keeping for five days. The five days are up, but before I give Poseidon back his winds, why don't I lend them to you, my dear Odysseus? I shall set just one free – the soft west wind that will carry you home to Ithaca. If you keep all the rest safely stored up in the bag, they can't hold you back or endanger you with storms and rough seas.’
Up on the roof, the king eased the ropes just a little.  His clothes billowed: he was almost lifted off the floor.  The west wind blew out from the bag and then the king, with the help of his servants tightened the ropes again.

‘Go with my blessing, Odysseus, and with a full sail. No need to row - only to keep a straight tiller and watch out for the shores of your homeland.’

Odysseus was lowered down with the bag into his own ship, where he found his men struggling to raise the sails and catch the perfect winds.  ‘No hurry, men. There's plenty to carry us all the way home. Stand away from the tiller. I mean to steer this little fleet of ours all the way into the harbor below Pelicata Palace!’ 
‘What's in the bag, captain?’

‘A great treasure!’ declared Odysseus happily. ‘The best present any host could have given to a tired traveler. Nobody touch it, you hear?’

And foolishly, that was all he said. He stood at the tiller with one foot resting on the wriggling bag of winds, and he looked into the distance, thinking of his wife and his little son and his island home. 

The royal family of Aeolia waved from the top of their brass home - a lonely sight for all their wealth - drifting for ever in the heart of the sea.  Soon Aeolia was nothing but a flash, too bright for the eye, away on the distant horizon. 
‘What is it, do you suppose?’ whispered Eurylochus to the man alongside him.  The man shrugged and Eurylochus went on, ‘He said it was treasure - and we're not to lay hands on it. That's how kings share their winnings, is it? No wonder he left us down in the ships while he went up into that brass treasure chest of a place. The king gave him some gold, or jewels or something, and he's keeping it to himself.  Ten years we fought alongside him, and this is how he repays us.  Look at him: he won't take his foot off that sack.’ Again the man beside Eurylochus shrugged, then, resting his forehead on his arms, he went to sleep across his oar. 

But for ten days and nights Eurylochus kept wondering, kept asking his questions of the men around him. He did not dare to ask Odysseus outright.  There was a better way to find out the truth.  He had only to wait, and Odysseus would fall asleep; night and day he stood at the tiller with his foot on the sack, and would not leave it even to get an hour's rest.  The men of the crew were well-rested, however, when the hills of Ithaca came into view, and seaweed from the beaches drifted by.  People on the shore fixing nets shielded their eyes and looked out to sea at the approaching ships.  Then Odysseus felt safe at last.  ‘Someone take this tiller.  I must sleep. I can't stay awake another moment.’
Eurylochus jumped the length of the boat, all smiles and helpfulness.  ‘Let me, captain.’  He took the tiller and watched Odysseus curl up against the bag.  And while other men were standing up, exclaiming and pointing out the familiar landmarks of home, Eurylochus eased just one of the seven fastening ropes beside Odysseus' sleeping head. 

The people on the shore rubbed their eyes. They thought they had seen a fleet of black ships, but now there was nothing but a tower of water flying out of the sea like the core of an apple.  Above it the sky filled with rain clouds, and the calm surface of the ocean had turned into mountainous waves. Spray blanked out the horizon. 

The eleven black ships spun away through the mist, thrown like leaves in a storm.  Odysseus was thrown off the bag as the winds inside it broke free.  Eurylochus flew head over heels to the prow of the ship and was clinging to the figurehead. The rooster was thrown high into the air, and the oars were tossed about like the legs of a dying insect, as the fleet was driven at the mercy of the winds.  The ripped sails surrounded the men and carried them over the side. 

In the siege of Troy, the Greek warrior Achilles had killed Prince Hector and dragged him behind his horses three times around the walls of Troy.  So did the winds drag Odysseus' fleet three times round the ocean.  Somewhere in the darkness below, Poseidon the Sea God felt his powers restored to him.  He took back his eight winds and said, ‘Now listen, Polyphemus, my ugly son, and hear of my revenge on Odysseus.’  And his hands, the color of purple water, took hold of the spinning fleet and hurled it - where? ...Against the brass wall of Aeolia. 

Like hammers against a bell, the ships struck eleven times against the towering walls, and the men were smashed against their own horrified reflections. Their sweating hands made greasy prints on the yellow metal.  And the sound brought the royal family to look down from the roof. 

Bruised and battered, Odysseus called up, ‘Lower a basket and I will tell you the foolishness that brought us back here! Give us shelter in your friendly home!’ 

A golden coin struck him in his face, and others hit the men around him and made them cry out. 

‘Get away, Odysseus of Ithaca,’ came the reply.  ‘Get away from my beautiful kingdom before the gods mistake me for a friend of yours.  It's plain to me that you have offended the gods.  You are an odor in the nose of Heaven that must be sneezed away.  I am a god-fearing man: my wife and children are god-fearing people. I won't help an enemy of the gods.  I won't.  Now get away.  Let go!’  And coins and sharp jewels rained down in their faces and drove them away from the floating kingdom.

The eleven ships drifted in the ocean currents.  On the bottom boards of the boats, all five hundred men prayed to Athena, goddess of war, to Helios the god of the sun, to Hera the mother of the gods, and to Zeus the Almighty himself.  (They did not pray to Poseidon, for they knew that his back was turned on them.) When they first saw a curving bay reach out to them like welcoming arms, Odysseus believed that their prayers had been answered. 

Two low hills of land enclosed a natural harbor of green water so clear that fish were visible far below the surface. The entrance was very narrow so that the ships went in single file.  Odysseus kept his ship alone outside of the harbor in case of trouble, and then he dived into the water and swam until he could walk upon the soft white sand.  Many of his men followed him to the shore in hopes of food and rest.  They all looked in wonder at the strange trees growing close to the water’s edge.
Odysseus walked up to one of the tall trees.  It was a brown tree, but with fine yellow threads covering the trunk.  The roots spread out in only one direction and ended in… ‘Toes?’ said Odysseus, and looked up. A huge, smiling girl leaned down and picked him up in the palm of her tree-like hand. 

She looked at him on all sides, lifting his tunic with one finger to look at his miniature underwear.  Taking the end of her blonde hair, she brushed him down with it, still smiling with joy.
‘Look, Mother! Look what I've found! There are lots of them!’
Gathering up as many Greeks as she could carry, she ran along the shore with them held in one arm like so many dolls.  She waved for the other Greeks to follow.  ‘Come along, little ones!’ she called, and whistled and made little kissing noises as if to encourage them.  They followed in horror because their captain was held in the crook of her elbow. 
Her mother was equally pleased to see the visitors.  She was even taller than her daughter, and her voice was as loud as a landslide.  ‘Wait till your father sees who you've brought to dinner, my darling dear.’
Her husband, King Lamus of Laestrygonia, made his wife, seem small.  Ships far out at sea thought that his white hair was snow on the mountains. They mistook his palace for a mountain range, and eagles nested on the towers. He was delighted by the guests his daughter had brought home to dinner.  For King Lamus and all his Laestrygonians were cannibals.  With great good humor, he crammed two sailors into his mouth and crunched on their bones and picked their leather clothing from between his teeth.  

Odysseus drew his short sword and thrust it into the elbow of the giant princess.  He heard her squeal, and found himself tossed to the ground.  Once there, he picked himself up and ran - leaping down the palace steps and into the harbor.  Like small ants, he and his men swam back towards their ships, ducking under the scooping fists of the giants.  Somewhere in a tower of the palace, an alarm bell began to ring, and out of houses as tall as hills came all the citizens of Laestrygonia.  A cheerful, smiling people they were, with red faces, thanks to their meaty diet.  A harvest of five hundred men was a rare treat, even for them – a festival of flesh.  They scooped and ate and fished with their hands into the clear water to pick out those that had escaped them on dry land.  The Laestrygonians laughed out loud at the sport (even though their mouths were full).  Some of the funny little men even managed to reach their silly little boats as if they might escape to sea!  How absurd. 

The Laestrygonians merely waded into the water, took the boats between finger and thumb and twisted them over, tipping men and oars, sheep and Trojan treasure into the clear, green water.  Then it was an easy matter to fish for the tender little goodies. They ate them raw, with only salt seawater for seasoning. 

King Lamus was first to notice some of the faster creatures running along the hills to the mouth of the harbor.  He waded into the water, pointing.  His people went after Odysseus and the fifty others who were heading for the harbor-mouth.  One or two of the slower ones were picked off with giant spears, and each success was greeted with cheers from all sides of the bay.  But an unfortunate number reached the cliffs and jumped off into the outer sea.  Too late, King Lamus saw that a single ship was waiting outside the harbor, that the creatures had jumped into it, and were already bent over their foolish little oars. 
Odysseus slashed the rope line with his sword, and the fast ship flew through the waves with such a jerk that he lost his footing and fell onto the deck.  As he did so, a Laestrygonian spear flew over his head and killed the first rower. 
‘The gods forgive me,’ said Odysseus softly.  ‘One ship left out of twelve! We are cursed indeed!’
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Book IV
The Pig Woman
I don't know if we will ever reach home again,’ said Odysseus to his remaining crew.  ‘All I know is this: a man's fate is decided on the day he's born, and none of us go down dead to the Underworld a day before our time.  So stop that crying. Two days is time enough to spend crying. We have done what is expected. We have called the names of our dead friends three times across the ocean so that they won’t go down nameless into the Underworld. Now we must turn our minds to the wives and children waiting for us at home. We must find out where in the round, blue sea we are.’

The men got up, wiping their tear-streaked faces.  They looked up at the sky, but it was one low blanket of mist that the sun could not shine through. At night there were no stars.  Navigation was out of the question.  They drifted for days, lost and lonely.

‘Land!’ called the look-out. 
‘Where? How can you tell?’

‘I can smell it. I can hear waves breaking on a beach.’ 

And so they landed on a beach, not knowing whether this was mainland or island.  When the sky cleared that night, the stars were unfamiliar - strange beasts prowling an unfamiliar sky.  The men shivered at the thought of meeting yet another race of cannibals, lotus-eaters, or monsters. 

They found a path which led inland from the rear of the beach and, keeping close together, they followed it.  Odysseus spotted a deer between the trees and went in pursuit, killing it with a single arrow and carrying it back to the ship across his shoulders.  Laying it down, he ran to catch up with his men. But before he could do so, they had reached a strange house. 

It was a shady place of streams, fountains and jungle flowers.  A walkway with overhanging vines led to a curved door of wood.  As the men approached, the door swung open in welcome, leading them into a shadow-filled dining hall.  A table was set there, and a woman with lilac eyes stood calling them by their names. Her brown and golden hair flowed like water down to the floor.

Odysseus saw the last of his men go inside.  By running, he could have stopped the wooden doors closing: he could have gone in with his men and sat down to dinner with them.  But for some reason he hung back.  His feet would not hurry him across the lawn of white flowers that surrounded the house.  Instead, he headed off around the building and walked softly about in the farmyard, looking into the pigpens, trying to quiet the beating of his heart.  Then he crept to a window and watched what was happening inside. 

The woman with lilac eyes had seated his men at a table spread with a white cloth.   She gave them fresh warm bread and bowls of olives, with milk to drink, and peeled fruit, and parsley in soft cheese.  At least, it looked like parsley, that sprinkling of green.  The men ate and ate, without even speaking a word of thanks.  She gave them wine, too, which they drank until it spilled down their chins.  And more wine, and then… 

Odysseus dared not close his eyes, although what he saw was too horrible for one pair of eyes to witness alone.  As they ate, she walked round the table - round the backs of their chairs. She carried a willow wand, braided like her hair, and as she passed each man, she knocked him about the head with it -gently, as if she were teasing. 

But it was not teasing.  Each man's legs at once began to shrink, until he rolled on his haunches and could not keep his balance in the chair. He would reach out to steady himself, but his arms had shrunk, too, with no hands at the end.  Only hoofs.  And the men fell out of their chairs and crawled upon the floor.

Snouts, ears, and curly tails split their tunics.  They were pigs, every one of them.  Pigs!  The animals in the pigpens in the yard started up a nightmare of squealing, and banged against their bars.  Odysseus ran back around the house, thinking to break down the wooden doors, and to cut the long-haired woman into pieces for what she had done.  But once again his feet would not bring him across the soft lawn of white flowers.  As he stood at the edge of the flowers, he seemed to remember something that he had heard long ago, something about these flowers.

It was some time later that he knocked on the door and was welcomed inside by the sorceress Circe.  Her brown and golden braids trembled a little at the sight of Odysseus with his hair curled like vines, and his deep brown eyes. Nevertheless, she beckoned him indoors to a single place laid at the long, cloth-covered table.  Her accent, when she spoke, sounded as though she had been born in the very shadow of Pelicata Palace. But that was magic, merest magic, Odysseus told himself. 

‘You are late,’ she said.  ‘Your friends have already dined and gone to walk in the gardens.’ 

The chair she sat him in was carved with flowers and birds.  The wine she handed him smelled sweeter than the evening roses.  The meal she laid before him - olives, peeled fruit and cheeses, wine, honey and fresh warm bread, reminded him of meals taken with his queen, Penelope, in the shade of Pelicata's gardens. But that was also magic, merest magic, he told himself. 

He drank down the wine.  He ate the food - even the small green leaves like parsley - and then he sat back and wiped his beard with a white napkin. 

She struck him hard with the willow wand.  It raised a red line across his cheek.  She said, ‘Handsome or not, no foul man must be allowed to keep his shape on Circe's magic island.  Now get to the pigsty with the rest.’ 

‘No,’ said Odysseus, putting his feet up on the table. 

‘I said -,’

‘And I said "no".’

He took out his sword and l calmly stroked the blade. 
‘You see, lady, on the hour I was born some friendly god or goddess covered my heart with wisdom.  That same wisdom taught me that the little white moly flower is the antidote to many magic potions and spells.’  And he spat out the petals he had pouched in his cheeks.  ‘Now, before I kill you, you have one last magic spell to speak, madam.  Give me back my men, or you will indeed be sorry that you were ever born.’

‘Odysseus!’  He was shocked by the sound of his own name in the mouth of a complete stranger.  Circe sank to her knees in front of him and laid her head on his knees.  

‘Odysseus!  On the day I was born, a prophecy was told: that one day I should be overpowered by Odysseus, King of Ithaca.  I cannot choose but love you: it is my fate!  I pray you can find it in your heart to love me just a little in return!’  And she began kissing his knees passionately. 

‘Lady!  Please!  You have just turned all my comrades into pigs!  Love is not the word to describe what I feel.’

At that, she took him by the wrist and pulled him to his feet, rushing him into the yard with her willow wand held out ahead of her.  She fumbled with the gate of the pigsty and, as each pig dashed out squealing, she tapped it across its hairy back. 

A moment later forty-five shivering men crouched whimpering in the yard, their hands and feet all covered with mud, and pig swill clinging to their beards.  They would have mobbed Circe and killed her where she stood except for a terror of her willow wand.  Circe, meanwhile, was kissing Odysseus' curling hair. 

He dodged away, blushing.  ‘Next, lady, you can tell me the location of your island and where I should look for the Dog Star.  This quarter of the sea is strange to me and I must set course for Ithaca.’ 

Circe knotted her hands in her long shining braids and burst into tears. ‘Oh, don't leave me, Odysseus!  Stay with me!  A hundred years I've waited for you, and though it is my fate that I should love you and lose you, I won't let you go so soon. I won't! I won't!’ 

Odysseus was in confusion. His single ship was in tatters.  His men were exhausted.  Out there, beyond the woods of Circe's magic garden, the god Poseidon waited angry on the sea's floor.  Even so, Ithaca was waiting - a kingless kingdom and a lonely queen.  ‘I insist, madam.  Tell me how I must steer to reach Ithaca.’ 

‘I can't,’ said Circe.  ‘The gods have forbidden me to help you.’  Odysseus gave a cry of frustration and turned away, making for his ship.  ‘Wait! If you stay with me one month, I'll tell you how to find out these things and more!  I'll send you to someone who knows the past, the future, and the truth, and will tell you all three!’

‘A month?’

‘A little month,’ urged Circe, and her white hands were already unbuckling his sword belt and loosening his tunic. 
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Book V
Alive Among the Dead
One month became a season.  A season became a year.  And only then did Odysseus think again of his island kingdom.  Life with Circe was as sweet as the lotus fruit: it tended to make a man forget his home and family.  Finally, his best friend, Polites, came to him and said, ‘Poseidon's memory may be long or it may be short, but yours has failed you completely if you forget your beautiful Queen.  Your men have wives and children, too, and we have been gone from them now for more than eleven years!’ 

So Odysseus went to Circe and held her in his arms, and said, ‘It's time to go.  You promised me a year ago to send me where I can learn the way home and the secret of things to come.  Who is this oracle?  Where will I find him?’

Circe bit her lower lip and clenched her fists, but she kept her word.  ‘Very well. I will tell you.  It was written when I was born that I would love you and lose you.  But you won't like the directions I give you.  You may not dare to follow them.’

‘Not dare!  Lady, I am Odysseus of Ithaca, hero of Troy, whose adventures-’ 
‘Yes, yes.  All right.  So be it.  Your path lies through the shadows of the Underworld.  There, among the spirits of the dead, you will find the oracle named Teiresias.   He can tell you what is past and what is to come, and what is true, besides.’

‘No!’ cried Odysseus.  He put his hands over his ears and he shut his eyes.  ‘No! No! No! Unsay it, Circe!  See how I tremble!  See how the sweat breaks out on my face!  Unsay it, Circe, or you'll make a coward of a man who has looked death in the eyes fifty times and never flinched!  Go down to the Underworld before my time?  Rub cheeks with ghosts in the endless dark? Zeus!  A man's heart would shake itself to pieces!  No!  Never!  No!’  
Circe was silent, and her eyes delighted in the thought that Odysseus would stay with her now forever.  He threw himself down on her white couch and howled like a wolf for an hour or more.  Then he stood up, took three deep breaths, and set off for the beach where his men were sleeping by the ship. 
‘Aboard, men!  Aboard now and I shall take the tiller!  Circe the Sorceress has told me our way home, and it's time to set sail.’
As their fast, black ship scraped its hull on the white sand, and its dry planks finally touched the sea, Circe ran down the beach and waded into the surf.  ‘The gods keep you safe, Odysseus!  Set your keel in the path of the sinking sun.  Then the ocean-river will draw you on without the need for oars.  Bind the tiller and make sacrifice to Hades, God of the Dead.’
Her voice woke the crew-man Elpenor.  A slow-witted fellow, Elpenor had gone to sleep on the roof of Circe's house, and he had missed the ship.  The sun shone hot above him as he slept.  A red haze dazzled his eyes when he opened them.   He reached for the ladder by which he had climbed up to the roof, but stepped off into thin air.  With a cry, he fell head-first and, hitting the ground, he snapped his neck. 

‘Where's Elpenor?' asked Polites.  ‘He's not here, captain. Should we turn back for him?’
But there was no turning back.  The keel of the black ship had already been taken by the ocean-river - a strong current which lay beneath the path of the setting sun.  Though the rowers held their oars, the ship picked up more and more speed.  Water raced under the bow with a foaming hiss, and the men's delight at heading home changed to a nervous fear.  ‘Where are we going, captain?’ said Eurylochus.  ‘Where has that witch directed us to go?’ 

‘To a place no living man has seen before,’ said Odysseus. To the Underworld.  To the Kingdom of Hades, God of the Dead.  To the spirit world.  To Hell.’
The sky grew darker and darker, and suddenly the night sky shrank to the size of a black cave and all the stars went out.  The current sucked the ship deep into the cave, and the men's sobbing echoed back off unseen walls.  When they stretched out their hands, soft, slimy plants or creatures tugged at their fingers.  Mouths sucked at their hands.  Every man crawled under his bench and hid there, moaning and crying that his life had been cut short. 

Then the keel jolted on solid ground, and white hands curled over the prow and pulled the ship on to some unseen beach.  Faces floated like jellyfish through the dark, cold air, and brushed against them as they set foot in the Kingdom of the Dead.
‘Elpenor!’

It was the first face they saw with any plainness - a shred of a face, with sad eyes and an 'O' for a mouth.  ‘How did you get here ahead of us?’  But as his friend Palmides rushed forward to embrace Elpenor, he held only a piece of cold, wet air.  ‘Elpenor! What's happened to you?’

‘My body lies on the island of Circe,’ cried Elpenor (though his voice was almost too small to hear).  ‘If you had turned back…if only you had cared enough to turn back and look for me and bury me in the earth!  But I came here nameless and the spirits won't speak to me, because I had no proper funeral.  Oh, comrades! Stay here with me.  Don't leave, will you, or I shall be alone and unknown for ever!’

‘We shall go back and give your body a decent burial,’ called Odysseus as the face was blown away on a wind of darkness. 

They walked on, their sandals making no sound on the slime underfoot. Each few moments one of them would give a startled cry as he recognized a relation or friend long since dead.  Many heroes who had died in the Trojan War called to them from out of the shadows. 

Worse was in store for Odysseus.  He saw his own mother, like a streak of moonlight, in a garden of black flowers.  So she would not be waiting to welcome him beneath the shady vines of Pelicata Palace.  He had stayed away too long to meet her again in the land of the living.  She greeted him sadly.  ‘My son, did you die in the wars or were you drowned on the voyage home?  Have you only just arrived?  I hope your friends gave you decent funeral.’ 

‘But, Mother, I'm not dead,’ said Odysseus.  ‘I'm here because my travels have brought me here.  My time hasn't come yet to die and be here with you.’

‘What travels, son?  You mean to say you haven't been home yet to Pelicata Palace?  The dead warriors say that the war finished long ago.  Why so slow?  How will your poor Penelope fend off the suitors?’ 

‘Suitors?  What suitors?’ demanded Odysseus.

‘A rich and beautiful widow will attract many men to try and marry her, my dear son.  Even when I died, a year ago, the shores of Ithaca were bright with colored boats.  Soon Penelope will be forced to choose a new husband and a new King of Ithaca.  She must surely have given you up for dead.’
‘But she's not a widow!  I'm not dead!  I'm alive!  This is terrible!  Where's Teiresias?  Where's the Oracle?  I must get home instantly!’ 

Suddenly Odysseus heard another ghostly voice, ‘You came here to see me, and yet you delay even now making idle conversation with your friends and relations.’ 
The heavy darkness was drawn back by a single beam of light - a golden staff held in the fist of an elderly ghost.  For Teiresias the Oracle, Hades was a brighter place than Earth, for he had been blind when born.  Now his grey, cloudy eyes stared right at Odysseus and the oracle answered questions before they were even asked.  ‘Yes, I can tell you what is past and what is to come and what is true.  Yes, it is true that there are suitors bothering your wife to marry.  But she is patient and goes on believing you will return one day.  Yes, I can tell you the path you must steer to reach Ithaca.  You must sail past the Siren Singers, beside the Clashing Rocks, beneath the lair of the horrible Scylla and past Charybdis, the bottomless whirlpool.  Aha!  I hear your heart thump even inside the bony cage of your chest.  But if you have wisdom enough, you will overcome all these dangers and put in at the Island of the Sun.’

The golden staff of light flickered like a torch flame and Odysseus lost sight of the Oracle's grey face. 
‘And then?  Shall we reach home safely from there?  Which way should I steer from the Island of the Sun?  Tell me - must any more of my men die?  Is Poseidon still angry with me?’
 
‘Angry?  He hates you with a hatred deep as the ocean itself.  The Scylla will take her fill of men, but their death is appointed for that hour.  Do not struggle to save them.  Row quickly by.  If no one kills or eats the Sun God's cattle which live on the Island of the Sun, all may be well…all may be well…’ The voice faded to a sigh, and the light to a flicker, and the grey face to a wisp of smoke. 

Odysseus sprang forward to stop the Oracle from leaving, but he slipped on the slime and fell, and a circle of white and ghostly faces closed in on him, and invisible fingers felt at his face.  The spirits of Hades had forgotten the feel of skin and hair.

Like a swimmer in a school of jellyfish, Odysseus flailed his way back to the shore where he had left his fast, black ship.  If it had not been for the nervous clucking of his rooster, he and his men might never have found its solid form among the softness of the Underworld. 

No time for farewells to the dead they knew.  No time for questions about life after death.  Their only thought was to leave this horrible place.  Covered in sweat, they pulled on the oars, against the current of the ocean-river.  At last the keel was gripped by a friendly current and the ship headed out into the path of the rising sun.  They were swept, without aid of oars, out on to the sunlit sea, and finally they saw Circe's island, a speck on the horizon. 

‘Magic, merest magic,’ thought Odysseus to himself, sniffing the perfume of Circe's magic gardens, blown offshore by the sorceress' sighs. 
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Book VI
Beauties and Beasts
Circe was very happy to see the men of Greece again.  She helped them find Elpenor's body and bury it.  His friends planted the rower's oar in his grave and called his name three times across the ocean. Elpenor's soul was set to rest forever. 

This done, Odysseus repeated the directions he had been given in Hades, not telling certain details in case his men refused to go on.  Circe listened unhappily.  ‘If you must go, you must. But since your way goes past the terrible Siren Singers, take wax from my bees and plug up your ears before ever you get close to the sound.  Once a man has heard the song of the Sirens, his wits fly away and nothing can save him from shipwreck. Believe me, Odysseus, not even your courage could save you.’
Odysseus took the wax.  He also promised himself, in his heart of hearts, to hear the Siren song.  So when they had put to sea and sailed for a time, he plugged each man's ears with beeswax and stood beside the mast. 

‘Polites!  Tie me to the mast with rope. And if I ask you to set me free, tie me even tighter.’ 

‘What?’ said Polites.  So Odysseus took the wax out of Polites' ears and repeated his instructions.  Polites tied him to the mast with a coil of strong rope, re-plugged his own ears, and bent over his oar once more. 

Across the water came a sound like birdsong - a strange and beautiful sound.  Odysseus strained his ears to hear more.  There was no need: the ship passed close by the rocks where the Sirens were singing.  As it came closer, the song grew easier to hear.  It was a song that no human man could ever compose:
'Odysseus…see what flowers we have made into a crown for you upon this island… 

A glass of wine and apples sweet 

Are waiting here for you to drink and eat. .. 

Then he could see them.  Three women shining from head to foot with smooth skin were waving for him to come to shore.  Their hair reached as far as the water where it spread out in a wash of gold around the flowery island. 

‘Quick, Polites!  Circe was lying.  She was jealous, that’s all.  Just look at those sweet faces.  How could they do a man any harm?  Land, Polites!  The orders have changed.  Land!’
But Polites did not lift his eyes from his oars, and although he had a quick look at the island, his face showed nothing but disgust. 

‘Polites!  I forbid you to row past!  Unplug your ears, you fool!’  The boat was coming close now to the island. 

'Look, look, my sisters!  See his handsome curls – 

A trap for the hearts of us poor girls. 
Oh pity us who love you, beautiful man! 
Land now!  Swim now!  Jump now!  Come!  You can!' 

‘Polites, cut me free, you fool!’ Odysseus struggled until he got one hand free and could pull at the knot holding him.  Instantly, Polites and Palmides jumped up from their oars and tied him around, from feet to throat, with a second rope.  He was almost choking, but he used what breath he had to curse them, to offer them bribes, to threaten them with terrible punishments unless they did as he ordered. 

The black boat sailed on past the island.  Its smell of flowers made Odysseus' head dizzy.  His crew put their hands to their noses as if the smell was making them sick. The sweet song of the Sirens became more distant.  ‘Ah, let me go, for pity's sake!’ yelled Odysseus, straining against the ropes. ‘Those poor ladies will be heart-broken if I leave them now!’ As the sea fell silent, he stopped struggling with the cords. 

One by one, the rowers unplugged their ears and turned to one another, making faces. 

‘The smell!’

‘Those horrible creatures!’

‘All those bones!’ 

‘All those good men lost’

‘The gods bless Circe for saving us.’

With a thousand apologies, Polites untied his captain, who was dazed and weak.  ‘What do you mean, friend?  What smell?  What creatures? What bones?’
‘Forgive me, my lord Odysseus, but I don't think that you could see those three horrible birds chewing on the bones of dead and dying sailors.  Ah, those poor men - all stretched out on the rocks.  What a terrible way to die!’ 

Odysseus nodded, but said nothing.  A cold spray wet his face, and a noise like distant thunder made the sea begin to shiver. 

Suddenly Odysseus realized that it was not thunder at all.  It was the Clashing Rocks. 

To the port side of the ship, two mountains of rock hit their huge cliffs together like giant hands clapping.  Great bursts of fire went up from the tops, and giant rocks went flying into the sea below.  The sight and sound was so alarming that the rowers dropped their oars and jumped off their benches to say prayers in the bottom of the boat. 

It was all Odysseus could do to remind them, ‘You are soldiers and heroes of the Trojan Wars!  Pull yourselves together!  Besides, if you don't row,’ he said calmly, ‘we may drift in under those cliffs.  Show some bravery now, or I shall be ashamed to call you men of Ithaca.’ 

Embarrassed into action, the men crawled back to their oars and rowed on.  The water bubbled and boiled with the heat of the lava coming from the clashing rocks.  But although steam came up from the boards of the ship, it was not sunk by any of the flying rocks as they rowed by, with muscles straining and eyes closed with the effort. 

He was proud of them - proud till his heart beat fast in his chest.  But he was still careful not to mention what lay beyond the Clashing Rocks.
The wide ocean was getting narrow, flowing into a straight run with high cliffs on both sides.  To the starboard side rose a sheer wall, smooth as marble and as tall as the clouds.  High up in it a single dark cave overlooked the water.  No path led to it, no Cyclops could come and go with his herd of sheep, the cliff-face was so high and smooth. 

Of all the men aboard, only Odysseus kept his eyes fixed on that cave. He remembered Teiresias' words: ‘Do not struggle, but row quickly by.’  All of the rest of the men were looking fearfully ahead of the boat.  Just outside of the narrow run, they could see a circle of water as wide as a town spinning in a cloud of mist and spray.  At the edge, the water heaped itself up, and at the center it dipped into a spiral, glassy funnel. 

Caught up in the whirlpool were bits and bones of broken boats which had been sucked in, spun to its bottom, and cracked like eggs against the rocky seabed. The noise was like a long, open-mouthed scream, as if all the hurts done to the ocean were being felt in one place. 

Twice each day the whirlpool spun to the left; twice each day it spun to the right. Between times, the shining ocean leveled and the whirlpool, called Charybdis, was no more than a bunch of junk spinning on the surface.  But as the tide came and went, the monstrous Charybdis screwed and twisted itself, into a wheel of spinning destruction, and sucked in everything that floated on the sea's surface for miles around. 

As they watched, the whirlpool slowed and grew shallow.  The laughing men shouted their thanks up to Heaven, for surely there would be time to row safely by before Charybdis again breathed in. 

Suddenly Odysseus cried: ‘Lean on your oars, men!  Bend your foreheads to your knees and pull with all your might!  And pray, men! Pray as though this were your last day on Earth!  Let each man call his name loud enough to be heard in the Underworld!’
Instantly obedient, his men began to call: 
‘Palmides!’

‘Polybus!’ 

‘Eurylochus!’ 
‘Polites!’ 

‘Icmali - ahhhh!  Save us, Odysseus!’

No sooner had they called their names, than Icmalius, Eurybates and four others were snatched from their benches by the huge jaws of six dragons.

No, not six dragons but one dragon with six heads - a beast whose tail was hidden in its high, cave home, while its clawed front-feet crawled down the cliff-face and its six heads hovered over the speeding ship.  Scylla the monster ate rarely, but she ate well, from the ships which floated by her cliff-top cave trying to avoid the whirlpool. Sometimes, when two ships or more were sailing in single file, those following would try to turn back, pushing with all their might against the oars.  But the pull of Charybdis would still drag them forwards, draw them beneath Scylla's cave, so that she could come a second time and feed on men, or store away future meals in her bone-filled cave. 

Odysseus knew that only by passing by the Scylla could those who survived reach home and family: that was why he did not warn the rowers of what was to come.  But now he saw hatred in their eyes, because he had steered them close to the monster's cave.  Scylla went back into her den, and with her went the terrible screams of their six friends.

The rowers had no breath to curse their captain; they were racing against time.  As the six-headed lizard stowed her food, the black ship moved forwards - painfully slowly it crawled past the cliff.  With the rowers in fear, the rhythm of the oars was lost and the oars banged together and flailed in the air.
Scylla re-emerged - each mouth empty, each of her twelve eyes fixed on the little ship.  Charybdis, too, began to spin and roar and suck.  With his clenched fist, Odysseus beat out a rhythm to row by: 
'Pull...and pull....and pull!'   The sweat ran down; the groans flew up. The Scylla's claws hurried down the cliff.  Her teeth snapped shut - her jaws snatched - and the Odysseus felt the breath from two of her twelve nostrils hot on his neck.  But they were past her - and past Charybdis, too, though the monstrous whirl of water was growing wider and wider with every beat of Odysseus' fist on the prow.  They had survived.
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Book VII
Mutiny and Murder
Exhausted, the men slumped across their oars.  Odysseus raised the sail, and a helpful breeze carried them into the great central ocean and away from its dangerous, magical edges.  The rising moon pierced the sea with a spear of silver, and the old familiar stars showed themselves one by one like signs marking the way home. 

‘Not far now, men.  If this wind holds we shall see home within the week.  Over there, where the sun went down, is the Island of the Sun, but we won’t be going ashore there.’
And foolishly that was all he said. 

Just then, the wind rattled the sail against the mast.  The ocean began to swell higher, and big warm raindrops began to hit their tired shoulders as though the gods were spitting on them in anger.  Each man knew that a terrible storm was coming, and Eurylochus set the boat rocking as he jumped to his feet.

‘Well, I say we do pull into the Island of the Sun.  And I say we light ourselves a fire and find ourselves some shelter and, most of all, I say we get some sleep.  I don't know about you, comrades, but my arms have been pulled half out of their sockets, and my heart has jumped half out of my chest with terror.  And frankly, I don't give a damn for the wishes of a captain who fed six of my friends to the Scylla and never even warned them of the death they had in store!’ 

Odysseus drew his silver-studded sword and took three steps down the ship towards Eurylochus.  But the hands of his other men grabbed him round the knees.  ‘He's right, captain!  We're tired!  Zeus knows how tired we are!  Why shouldn't we land at the Island of the Sun?  Give us a reason, at least!’ 

‘Death and destruction!  Are they reasons enough for you?’
‘What?  Monsters?  Cannibals?  Lotus-eaters?  Wolves or bears or Trojans?’

‘Cows!’  snapped Odysseus loudly, and suddenly the whole ship burst out laughing. 

‘Cows!’

‘Cows!’ 
‘Moooo!   Ferocious cows!’

Odysseus gave a shrug of frustration and turned his back on them all and went to the prow.  The steersman swung the tiller and the black ship turned around towards the Island of the Sun. 

They went ashore by the light of forked lightning, tied the sail like a blanket across the open boat, and hid from the pouring rain.  The island itself had no shelter - no farmhouse or fisherman's shack, no cave or magical castle. It was a rolling acre of short grass and thorn bushes.  The Cattle of the Sun munched without stopping on the short grass and their long horns clattered together with a hollow, tuneless music.  Their red hides streamed with rain, and their black nostrils blew bubbles in the pools of rainwater. 

Odysseus explained then that Teiresias had forbidden the killing of the Cattle, and the men agreed easily.  Where was the need to kill the sleek, wet cows?  Circe had given them bread, raisins, cheese and apples enough for the voyage.  They ate and drank, and still the rain soaked them through and the wind chilled them.  It was a new wind, too. 

It was Poseidon's wind.  It blew across the Island of the Sun like a razor across a stubbly chin - not towards Ithaca and home but towards Charybdis and Scylla and the Clashing Rocks.  The men grew more and more angry.  ‘You wanted us to keep sailing.  We'd be fish food by now if we'd listened to you!’

Odysseus said nothing, but squeezed the rainwater out of his beard and stared out to sea. 

A week passed and their food was almost gone.  The rain still fell and the wind still blew.  Another week passed, and Odysseus sadly broke the neck of his lucky rooster mascot, and they shared one meal of chicken soup.  The rain still fell and the wind still blew.  Another week passed, and the men's ribs showed through their skin like skeletons.  The rain still fell and the wind blew harder still.

Their hearts sank and their courage failed, and Odysseus knew that disaster was close at hand.

‘What does it matter if we kill the cursed cows for meat?’ said Eurylochus finally.  ‘We're dead if we don't!’ 

‘Don't say that!  Don't think it!’ shouted Odysseus.  ‘I'll pray to Athene: I'll pray to the goddess of war who kept us safe through ten years of battles and hardships around the walls of Troy.  Did she give us victory just to let us starve to death now?  No!  I'll pray to Athene.  Just be patient one more day!  Look, the rain's letting up even now!’  And he left them and leaned into the wind and walked to the other side of the island to pray. 

Ever since the killing of the rooster, he had kept awake, afraid that his men might disobey his orders while he slept.  The episode of the bag of winds had taught him not to doze off.  But he found it difficult to pray, for every time he closed his eyes, the darkness welcomed him like a soft pillow.
As soon as he woke up he could smell the delicious smoke from roasting beef.  He ran back, fighting his way through the wind as though it was a heavy curtain hung in his path.  Too late.  A half-eaten cow turned slowly on a branch over a sputtering fire.  Not a single crew member had hesitated to cram his mouth with chunks of charred, delicious beef. 

He took the meat out of their hands and flung it into the surf.  But they only scowled at him and cut themselves some more.  Roaring and tearing at his hair, he fell on his knees and beat his forehead against the black ship.  His friend Polites brought him a rib of beef and sat down beside him.  ‘Surely it's better to face death with a full stomach, my lord.  Think kindly of us.’
‘I love you all dearly,’ said Odysseus, pushing the rib of beef away.  ‘That's why I wanted you all to live and see Ithaca again, and your wives and children.  And now!  Now, even the cows are mourning our fate!’ 

A loud mooing - deep and sad - sailed past them on the wind.  It seemed to come out of the cloud of smoke which hid the roasting beef.  The men one by one dropped the meat out of their hands.  For the sad mooing came not from any of the live cows (which stood in a silent circle around them), but from the body roasting over the fire. 

They left the island as fast as they could.  They ran the boat into the water, leaving behind the burning fire, the delicious smelling meat, some swords and sandals and shirts and lengths of rope.  They bent over their oars like men pursued by monsters, and they grunted, and ground their teeth with the work of rowing.  The oars left a broken line of white foam across the sea.  But the trail they left on the greatness of the ocean was no more than the trail of a snail across the roof of a great city.  And beneath them the god Poseidon watched their puny progress and smiled.  ‘I have you now, Odysseus.  You blinded my son the Cyclops, and now I shall plunge your black ship like a tiny stick into the eye of Charybdis!’ 

Poseidon lifted his head above the waves: he sucked the wind into his cheeks and flattened the sea's surface between his two hands.  He surrounded the rowers with waterspouts so tall they seemed to touch Heaven.  He planted his feet on the mountains that rise from the sea floor and he stood, head and chest out of the sea, shaking out his green hair. 

In the darkness they might have escaped.  But when sunset came, Apollo the Sun God passed over his island in the west, looked down, and saw the roasted cow.  Then he too swore to be avenged. 

‘You have killed one of my beasts - my red-backed beasts - my heart's delight!  I shall put a stick through you and roast you till you yell!’  And he laid the fiery beams of the sunset across the sea and showed the position of the little ship in the red light, neither sinking nor setting, so that there was no chance of escape under cover of darkness. 

Surrounded by huge waves, the little ship was nothing but a leaf blowing across the water.  A dozen times it stood on its end and seemed about to dive, arrow-straight, to the seabed.  Men were shaken from their benches like olives shaken out of a tree.  They fell into the sea and never came up.  The mast fell and carried with it all the roped and the men that held on to it.  An enormous wave came up through the boards of the ship and lifted Eurylochus over the side: he cursed Odysseus as he went under.  And Polites was sucked out through the gaping hole, his hands too wet for Odysseus to keep hold of them.

Soon a sound louder than the howling of the wind and the laughter of Poseidon rose above the noise: the clashing of the rocks and the roar of Charybdis.  In the shadow of the cliff next to it, the great wheel of spinning water was just starting its downward spiral.  The hole at its heart grew deeper by the minute, sucking into it all the floating litter of the raging sea. 
Down went jars and kegs.  Down went masts and ropes.  Over the glassy rim went swimmers, oars and spears.  Sheer speed hurled the broken ship out over the edge.  It seemed to pause in mid-air: a single figure could be seen astride its prow.  Then the ship dropped, and it plunged downwards.  The figure on the prow jumped into the cloud of spray which hangs continuously over the terrible Charybdis.  He jumped, hands up, into the spray, and he grabbed a little thorn tree that grew out of the cliff-face.  The tree sagged.  Its old roots ripped out of the scanty soil that held them.  The man's weight seemed certain to pull it out of the cliff and drop with it into Charybdis. 

But Odysseus had not eaten for eight days - not so much as a mouthful of beef.  He had never been tall, and his stocky body was shrunk now to skin and bone.  He wrapped his thin legs round the tree and hooked his thin arms over it, and he held as still as the mantis insect that hangs on a blade of grass and waits and prays, and waits and prays. 

There under the cover of the spray, while Poseidon rolled on his back in the ocean valley and laughed, the goddess Athene answered Odysseus' faithful prayers.  She reached out an invisible hand and pressed the earth firm around the tree's roots.  She hid Odysseus from view in a cloud of spray, and as the tide turned, and Charybdis' spiral began to unwind, she plucked the keel of his fast, black ship out of the spinning water. 

The whirling water slowed.  The whirlpool grew shallow.  Odysseus looked down and saw the keel float free of the current.  He offered up thanks to the goddess Athene; he unwound his aching legs and arms and let himself drop near to the red-painted keel.  By paddling tirelessly through the lava-warmed water, he got out of the evil channel - out from between the two dreadful cliffs -and floated back towards the Island of the Sun. 

But surely no amount of paddling, no kicking at the water with weary feet, could have saved him from the pull of Charybdis as it began to rewind - not unless some unseen hand had helped him through the water. 
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Book VIII
Three Women Watching
A friendly fog covered the ocean.  Neither the angry Sun God above nor the Sea God below saw Odysseus as he drifted to a small island nearby.  Exhausted, he crawled onto the sandy beach and fell asleep with the water splashing at his heels.   
A long time later, Odysseus woke from his deep slumber, and was astounded to find himself lying on a soft bed, with lovely music in his ears.  Upon focusing his eyes, he realized that he was not alone. 

Calypso the sea nymph had everything that her heart could desire: hives full of honey, vines with sweet grapes, and freshwater springs. Her cave was no dark, damp hole filled with crabs. It was a sunny home in a flowery hillside. The floor was covered with soft grass. The walls were hung with tapestries, the making of which was her daily work. There was nothing that Calypso wanted. Nothing, that is, but a husband. 

When Odysseus sat up and looked around him, he noticed the beauty of the cave and of the woman tending to his battered body. 

‘Without your nursing I would be dead on the beach now,’ he said. ‘I am truly grateful.’
‘But how could I let you die after waiting all these years?’ she said, rubbing soothing herbs onto his wounds. 

‘Waiting for what?’ He began to feel nervous. 

‘Waiting for you, of course, Odysseus my love. You are the husband I've waited for all my life. I knew you would come, and now you'll stay with me forever.’
‘But, lady!’ Odysseus cried, ‘I'm married! My wife and son are waiting in my kingdom of Ithaca! I must set sail today!’ 

Calypso narrowed her sea-green eyes. ‘But you have no ship, husband.’ 

‘Then you must give me one - or help me to build one!’ 

‘But I have no ship, husband, and I am the only person living on this island. The trees here are my friends. I would never allow them to be made into a ship that would take you away from me.’
‘But my wife…’ 
‘Yes, my dear?’

 ‘My wife Penelope, I mean…’ 
‘Is old and wrinkled now. I will never grow old: I am immortal.’
Odysseus threw himself down on the bed and turned his face to the wall. Calypso smiled. ‘Soon you will love me. Wait and see,’ she said cheerfully, and returned to weaving her tapestry.

Far across the ocean, in the halls of Pelicata Palace, another woman was weaving. Penelope, Queen of Ithaca, looked up from her loom and stared out across the sea. Every day she sat weaving and watching for Odysseus. 

But the only ships which came were the ships of smiling suitors. Poor princes sailed in every day to ask for her hand in marriage. The laws of hospitality demanded that she offer them food and a bed to sleep in. But the suitors never went home. They were sleeping four to a bed now. Every day they ate and drank the food of the island, wearing Odysseus' own clothes, sitting in his own chairs. Making eyes at Odysseus' own wife! 

‘He's long dead, lady. His ship went down in a storm.’ 
 
‘He was killed by pirates.’
‘He was eaten by cannibals!’

‘Don't give him another thought. Marry again and give this kingdom of yours a new king.’ They talked of love, but none of them loved Penelope: their hearts were set on the crown of Ithaca and the island's great riches.
‘My husband will come back soon,’ she told them at first. ‘I feel in my heart that he is still alive. Leave now, that is my wish.’ 

But as the months went past, she realized that they would not leave just because she wished it. ‘I shall have only one husband in my life,’ she told them, ‘and that husband is Odysseus. His son Telemachus will rule the kingdom after him.’

But one night she heard that the suitors were plotting to murder Telemachus so that Odysseus, dead or alive, would have no heir. 

Frightened, she cried to them, ‘Leave this place!  There's not one of you I'd choose to marry, even if my Odysseus were dead.’
‘Then we'll draw lots,’ said the suitors.  ‘The man who wins shall take you for his wife, since you have made no choice.’
Then Penelope asked herself, ‘What would Odysseus do if he were in my place? He wouldn't let these bullies have their own way.’ And so she went to her loom in the window of Pelicata Palace, and she began weaving a dark thread. 
‘Hear this, you greedy men. I believe now that my husband is dead. I will marry one of you - a man that I choose. But not yet. Let me weave a funeral cloth and I will cry tears of sorrow over it for my dear Odysseus. When it is finished, I shall choose. Not before.’
That night the suitors feasted more wildly than ever. 

‘She'll choose me!’ 

‘Never! She's liked me all along.’ 

‘Nah! Haven't you seen the way she looks at me?’  And they broke open another barrel of Odysseus' wine. 

That night, when they had all drunk themselves to sleep, Penelope left her bed and tip-toed to her loom in the moonlight of the window. ‘Oh moon who shines on me and, somewhere, shines on my dear Odysseus too, give me light now to do my work.’  And she began undoing all but a row or two of the weaving she had done during the day. 
‘Here is one funeral cloth which will never be used at a funeral.’ she said to herself. 

But though the friendly moon lit her work, no fast black ship sailed into Ithaca’s harbor. 
High, high above the ocean, another woman sat watching. Like Calypso the sea nymph, and like Queen Penelope, she loved Odysseus, the hero of Troy. She had saved his life through many battles; she had planted the little white flowers which were protection from Circe's magic. She had held the roots of the tree which overhangs Charybdis, and she had put the friendly fog across the sea to hide Odysseus as he drifted helplessly. The goddess Athene loved Odysseus, even though he was a small and stocky mortal. 
For seven long years she watched Calypso's pretty cave and saw Odysseus sit crying in the sun, begging Calypso to let him go. Every day he lit a fire and made sacrifices to the gods for their help. But every god and goddess on Olympus had been forbidden to help him. The father of all gods, Zeus the Almighty, had spoken. No goddess was to send a ship or carry Odysseus home on wings of magic. At last Athene went to her father and said, ‘Zeus! Let Odysseus continue on his way. His wife and son need him at home.

‘No!’ snapped Zeus. ‘He may stay where he is.  It is surely no torture to live with a sea nymph in paradise? No, I will not deny Poseidon some revenge for the blinding of his son.’

 ‘Have you heard what Calypso did today?’ Athene asked, her head on one side. ‘She offered to make him immortal, like we are.’ 
‘She what!!?’

 ‘She offered him the gift of immortality if only he would love her.’

‘The hussy!  What did he answer?’ 
‘He refused!’  declared Athene proudly.  Zeus gave a sigh of relief and seemed pleasantly surprised. 
‘Refused immortality? He must really want to leave Calypso very much. What for, I wonder?  A wife and a son and a miserable little kingdom?’ Athene waited patiently, and Zeus frowned in frustration.  ‘When has one little mortal ever caused such troubles among the Immortals? In a few years he'll be nothing but a pile of dust.  Very well. I'll tell Calypso that she must set Odysseus free.  But Athene…’

‘Yes, dearest Father?’

‘No magic wings to carry him, no words of advice whispered in his ear while he sleeps, no visits to Earth to walk by his side. The man desires his wife and it would be a great mistake for any foolish goddess to fall in love with him.’

Athene widened her grey eyes. ‘A goddess in love with a mortal? How could such a thing ever happen?’  And Athene left Zeus, proud of her own cleverness.  But behind a column of the House of the Gods, Poseidon hid, wet and out of place in the dry realm of Heaven. He dripped blue water on the floor beneath him as he rubbed his hands together and smiled. ‘Now I shall have you where I want you, little mortal. Soon you will wonder why you ever prayed to leave the isle of Calypso!’ 
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Book IX
Poseidon’s Revenge

Hermes, the messenger of the gods, brought Zeus’ message to Calypso.  It was terrible for the sea nymph.  She wept, she stormed, she begged, but at last she had to submit and let Odysseus go.  She allowed her trees to be cut and tied together into a raft, and she even wove a sail to hang from its mast. But all the time she begged and pleaded: ‘Don't you love me just a little? What don't you like about me? I'll change! You could love me if only you would make the effort. I'd make you immortal. Don't you want to be immortal? Do you want to die one day and go down into the Underworld forever? Do you want to go out there and face Poseidon? He remembers you! He'll never forgive you!’ 
‘Lady, I am very grateful to you for saving my life,’ said Odysseus, straining to push his raft into the water. ‘I shall certainly remember you for the rest of my days, but I am a mortal, and I have been away from my house for too long.’ 

Calypso stood in the shallows, tears in her eyes, and waved goodbye to him until his sail was no more than a white speck on the horizon. ‘He would have loved me, if only he had stayed another few weeks,’ she said to herself.  Then her attention was caught by a fork of lightning which stabbed at the ocean. 

A fork?  It was the golden trident that Poseidon used to control the wild sea beasts and tame the sharks.  Thunder rumbled, and out of the east came a herd of sea horses, with foaming white manes thrashing the sea into a fury.  Wrecked ships and fishing boats, which had lain empty and broken on the sea floor, were scooped up now and thrown across the water. 

By the blaze of lightning bolts which flashed around him, Odysseus saw the eyes of hungry fish, and the arms of reaching squid. The waves that towered over him were filled with eels and jagged shells and the currents beneath dragged his small boat around the ocean like dead Hector was dragged around the walls of Troy. 

Then Poseidon's trident set the ropes on fire which held together Odysseus' raft. The logs floated apart and Odysseus was thrown into the crashing sea and swallowed, body and soul. 

He shook off his sandals, his tunic, and his sword. They dropped away beneath him into the dark. He held his breath and he felt something around his chest that he thought was an octopus. And only then did he give up and breathe in to fill his lungs with water so as to be drowned faster. 

But the water tasted like air - like sweet, fresh air! And no sea monster had hold of him. Something smooth brushed against him, but it was a girl with a fish's tail and long strands of green hair. Her arm was around his chest, and she pulled him playfully, her cheek pressed close to his. Somehow, he could breathe the sea water like a fish, and the two of them swam close together under the angry ocean for a great distance.  

When they came to the surface, the lightning showed a reef on which the waves were throwing up clouds of spray. Odysseus thought that he, too, would be broken against the sharp rocks, but the girl continued to giggle and tow him through the sea. 

The night was growing pale, but the sun was not yet up. The land beyond the reef came slowly into view - a shore of steep hills, covered with trees. 

Suddenly, the mermaid’s game was over and, like a child tired of a toy, she swam off, laughing at Odysseus behind her. Without her magic he was once again choking and floundering, half drowned by each high wave. Desperate swimming brought him at last to the mouth of a river. On hands and knees he crawled up through the icy water before pulling himself ashore and up into a tall tree: he was afraid of wild animals eating him before he could even wake up. 

But it was not a wild animal which woke him, but a troop of girls come to wash and do their laundry at the river.  Unaware of the sleeping man, one young woman took off her dress and draped it over his face while hanging it on a branch. He woke in a panic. Fighting off the gown, he fell out of the tree and into the river with a loud splash. 

When he spluttered back to his feet, he was surrounded by young women hiding their nakedness in the river and staring with round, startled eyes. ‘How dare you, sir!’ said the oldest. ‘Were you spying on us?’
Odysseus shook the water out of his ears.  ‘Certainly not, lady! I don't mind if I never see another young woman in all my life. They only make trouble by falling in love with me.’
‘I can't imagine why,’ said one, looking at the filthy, haggard man.
‘Caliope, hush!’ said the first girl, who seemed to be the leader.  ‘The laws of hospitality demand that we should be polite to this fellow, no matter how ugly he is. Do you have a name, old man?’ 

‘Old man?’ Odysseus' jaw dropped. He got out of the river and picked up a mirror which belonged to one of the girls. He did not recognize the face he saw in it. It was wrinkled and burned by the sun and sea water. The beard and hair were grey and filled with salt, and the eyes were tired and bloodshot. It occurred to him, too, that he was dressed only in his shirt, and that his bony knees were knocking together with cold. He dropped the mirror. ‘Ladies! How can you ever forgive me for my behavior? How could I ever make you believe that I am Odysseus, King of Ithaca?’

Then all the girls but one burst out laughing. The oldest said, ‘If you were to turn your back while we got out of the river, we might just believe you were a gentleman!’ 

An hour later, Odysseus was riding in the back of a cart, among the wet laundry of the Princess Nausicaa and her friends as they drove back, up to the palace of King Alcinous on the island of Scheria. And there Odysseus presented himself to the king - a nervous, ashamed, and tired man in a torn and dirty shirt. 

King Alcinous was a man with treasure and warriors, a thousand acres of farmland and a fleet of red ships rocking in a great harbor. His palace had a hundred servants, and his temple made endless sacrifices to the gods. His ships, crossing the oceans, carried the King's fame as far as Africa. 

But when he saw Odysseus, bent and ragged and covered in sores, he got up from his throne and took him by the shoulders. ‘You told my daughter Nausicaa that you are Odysseus, King of Ithaca, and I see in your eyes that you spoke the truth. Sit down now and eat and drink. I shall have fresh clothes brought for you and a ship made ready. When you are rested, if you can tell us your adventures, we would be most thankful. Your name is famous from shore to shore of the world's sea.’
Then the ragged King of Ithaca was moved to tears. He hugged Alcinous.  ‘I will tell you everything and leave nothing out,’ he said, drying his eyes. ‘But first tell me one thing. If you have heard of my name, do you know of my kingdom? It's called Ithaca, you know, and I would dearly like to see it again.  

‘But of course I know it, dear friend! Zanthe is just over the horizon, and beyond that is Cephalonia, and beyond that is Ithaca with high Mount Neriton. A day's rowing by my best men will bring you safely home to your queen.
The party that King Alcinous gave that night was told of by poets and remembered in songs. Between courses of food and the dances of dancing girls and the playing of musicians, Odysseus told his adventures. 

Telling them was like reliving them, but he left nothing out – how his friends and companions had died one by one, and the fantastic places that his voyages had taken him. The ladies hid their faces when he described the monsters. Grown men cried when he described the loss of twelve ships with their crews. A whole night it took to tell the whole story - and yet it was still not finished, for Odysseus was still separated from his wife and son.

So at dawn he boarded the ship which Alcinous gave him, and lay down on the deck, on a blanket which Princess Nausicaa herself had made. Every sailor in Scheria wanted a place in the ship, and the crew was chosen by drawing lots. Never a word was spoken about Poseidon or his revenge. 

For ten years Odysseus had slept no more than a flying bird. Now, after a night's storytelling, he slept so deep that he did not wake up even when the ship beached on a gravel shore - even when the rowers carried him out of the ship - even as they rowed away singing songs about the ten-year voyage they called the Odyssey. 

The Scherian sailors were almost home. They sang of Odysseus with the beat of their oars, and the song went down through the water and into the ears of the Sea God, who had been sleeping in the sea's deepest trench. 
Poseidon's roar set the sea boiling. His head broke through the waves and his hands encircled the ship like a green Charybdis. 

Such was the look in his eyes, scowling at them across the red prow, that the sailor’s hearts turned to stone with terror. 

Not only their hearts turned to stone: the whole ship, from prow to stern, was turned to stone - even the water which had held it up - so that it stood on a table of rock: a small black island of rock shaped like a ship. 

In future years, sailors passing this rock would offer up prayers and sacrifice to Poseidon, but whisper under their breath, ‘Hail to the brave men of Scheria and to King Alcinous whose kindness is remembered forever in this sad, black rock!’ 
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Book X
A Husband for Penelope
On the night that Odysseus told his adventures to King Alcinous, his wife Penelope was also awake, working at her loom in the moonlight. She, too, was tired after years of worry - all those lonely nights spent undoing the thread she had woven during the day. She was determined that the cloth would never be finished. 

The suitors had begun to wonder why the cloth was so long in the weaving. Most thought that some magic force must be undoing the work to make them angry. But one was not superstitious at all. He kept a watch on Penelope when she worked, waiting to catch her unthreading, but he was very confused. 

Now a new idea came to him. If Penelope had not been so tired, doing her night work, she might have heard his footsteps on the stairs and his creeping in at the door.  Suddenly he burst into the room.  He picked up the loom and tossed it through the window. 

‘You are found out, madam! Your trick is discovered! Who'd have thought it? You're as cunning as that dead husband of yours, old Odysseus. Well, the game's over. The cloth is finished. Today's the day you'll choose a husband, lady, so you'd best take a close look at each of us. Choose me and I won't tell the others what a liar the Queen Penelope is.’  Smiling, he left the room.
 ‘Do your worst!’ called Penelope after him. ‘I am Penelope, wife of Odysseus! How could I agree to marry any of you? Not one of you is fit to carry Odysseus’ sword!’ 

The word quickly spread of Penelope's trick, and the suitors prepared for one last great feast at which the marriage would be settled once and for all. 
When Odysseus woke up, lying on a warm beach, he could not, for a moment, remember where he was. The shape of the mountain which towered over him was somehow familiar. 

‘Mount Neriton!’ He was home on Ithaca - alone on a beach, with no one to thank for his safe return, and no one to greet him either. 

Fear shook his heart when he thought how long it had been since he learned of the suitors bothering Penelope. Could she possibly have gone on waiting for him, fending off the advances of the princes? Surely by now she had been forced to marry.  He shuddered at the thought, then quieted his beating heart and thought of a plan. 

He put on again the filthy shirt in which he had been found by Nausicaa. He dirtied his face and climbed a familiar path to the home of an old friend. 

The ancient pig-keeper still lived in his uncomfortable shack, tending the palace pigs as he had when Odysseus left for war. There were just a few pigs left, although the herd had once been huge: the suitors gorged themselves daily on pork and bacon. As Odysseus approached the shack, he heard the sound of voices - a young man and an old one - and his own name was mentioned more than once.
‘It would be different if Odysseus were here,’ said the old pig-keeper. 

‘Would it? All my life I've heard that, but Odysseus is nothing but a name to me. I don't even remember his face.’

‘Why, lad, you only have to look in the mirror to see what Odysseus looked like. You're the picture of your father.’ 

Odysseus pulled aside the ragged curtain that was the doorway of the shack. ‘Telemachus? Is this really Telemachus?’ 

The young man jumped to his feet, half drawing his sword, thinking he was ambushed, as he had been ambushed before by the suitors. The pig-keeper jumped between them. ‘Aha! I know that voice!’ he said, looking into the newcomer's face with a grin. ‘No need for the sword, Prince Telemachus. This is an old friend of mine. He's been away traveling the world for a great many years.’
Odysseus winked at the old man and said, ‘And now I'm shipwrecked on your beautiful island and have no means of getting home. Would you help me get a new boat, Prince Telemachus, even though I'm a stranger to you?’ 

Telemachus gave a snort of disgust. ‘You certainly have been gone a long time if you don't know the way things are here on Ithaca. My word counts for nothing. After today I shall be lucky if I keep my skin. Now, if my father were here, he would give you a boat and everything you need to reach home. He's a traveler himself, and must need the help of strangers.’ 

‘Who? Odysseus who fought at Troy?’ said Odysseus. ‘Did he never come home, then? Perhaps he's dead.’
‘Then the Queen and I are lost. I won't believe it.  You know, your face is familiar. Have we ever met before?’ 

Odysseus put one arm across his eyes to hide his tears of joy. ‘Not since you were a newborn baby, not for twenty years: not since the Trojan Wars began and every real man left his home and family and went to fight in the service of Ithaca. Oh! You can't imagine how hard it was to leave my wife and baby - or the trouble I've had in returning to them. Come here, son, and let me look at you. I am your father, Odysseus. I have come home at last!’  Finally, Odysseus hugged his beloved son.  Salt tears rose to the eyes of both men, and cries burst forth as keen as those of the great hawk.  So hopelessly they cried, pouring out the tears, that they might have gone on weeping until sundown.
Telemachus left the pig-keeper's cave before Odysseus, and returned to the palace as if nothing had happened. He said nothing to his mother, and nothing to the suitors who jeered at him as he came in and pushed him with their elbows. The feast was ready at which Penelope must choose her new husband. 

The suitors no longer tried to please or flatter her. She was now simply a prize one of them would win, and the wedding was simply an excuse to eat and drink all they could lay their hands on. 

The suitors laughed and drank so much that no one noticed a dirty beggar creep into the yard and sit down by the door. No one, that is, but a big old dog lying out in the heat of the sinking sun. Its ribs were bruised by kicks from the suitors, and it walked unsteadily on painful hips. But at last it reached the beggar and sniffed his scent. Then it laid its head in the beggar's lap and thumped the ground three times with its tail. 
‘So you remember me, do you, Argos, my faithful old friend?’ said the beggar. ‘You remember how we used to go out hunting together when you were just a young puppy. We've had a hard life since then, you and I. What a lot of things we could tell each other, eh, old boy?' And he scratched the dog's ears until the faithful creature's heart burst with joy and he died in the beggar's lap. 

After a few minutes, the beggar lifted the shaggy head aside and entered the hall, bowing and creeping very humbly. He knelt beside each chair in turn. ‘Spare me a little meat from your plate, sir,’ he said. 

‘Get outside with the other animals,’ one answered. 

‘Spare me a sip of wine from your cup, sir.’

‘What? And drink from it after? I'd catch something. Get away.’
‘Spare me that crust of bread in your fist, sir.’

‘I'll spare it, yes,’ said the suitor, and threw it in the beggar's face.  Laughing, they threw apples and olives against his back as he crawled away. 

‘Spare me a bite to eat, lady, and I'll remember you in my prayers.’
‘Here, sir. You may have my dinner and my wine,’ said Penelope. ‘It would choke me to eat in the company of these dogs. Here, sit in my chair and rest yourself. I pray that somewhere, someone has meat and drink to for my dear husband.’  She rose to leave the room, but when the suitors caught sight of her they started roaring: 

‘Where are you going? You can't go yet! You've not chosen! Choose!  Choose!  Or shall we choose for you?  Tomorrow you'll be sitting down to dinner alone with your new husband!’ 

White faced, Penelope silenced them with a glance of her fiery eyes. She drew herself up to her full height and seemed about to refuse marriage one last time. 

‘Yes! Choose, Mother!’ cried Telemachus, jumping to his feet. ‘It's time you did. Obviously my father is dead. How could anyone spend ten years coming home? Choose, Mother. I was once heir to Ithaca, but I don't care any more: let one of these noble gentlemen have the crown, and his sons after him.’ 

‘Well said, boy!’ yelled the suitors. ‘At last he's grown up!’ 

Queen Penelope couldn’t believe it. ‘My own son tells me this? Then I give up.’ She added bitterly, ‘Since you think I should give myself to one of these men, Telemachus, perhaps you should choose which one I will marry.’ 

‘Let them compete,’ said Telemachus quickly. ‘Since your first husband was a man skilled with weapons, why don't you marry the one who can match Odysseus in skill? Look! There's father's bow still hanging over the fire. Marry the man who can string it and shoot an arrow and hit a target of your choosing.’ 

Sadly, Penelope searched about for the most difficult target she could name. Each suitor carried an axe swinging from his belt by a leather loop. ‘Set your axes head-down on the table, and let the man who strings the bow and fires an arrow through all of the belt loops make me his wife tomorrow morning.  I will join my life with his and leave this place, my home, forever to be remembered, though only in dreams.’ And she went out of the hall to her bedroom. 
With a drunken cheer, the suitors swept the dishes off the table, and kicked aside the beggar who was sitting in the Queen's seat. They slammed down their axes and they pulled the bow off the wall - the great hunting bow of King Odysseus. One by one, they tried to bend it so as to place the string's loop into the notch at the tip of the bow. 

They grunted and struggled. They swore and they failed. Each man gave up and threw the bow away from him in disgust. ‘It's impossible. It's gone stiff with age. It would take the strength of three men to bend it!’ 

‘Let me try,’ said the beggar, who had sat silently all this time. 

‘You, you piece of dirt?’ Again they threw fruit at him. 

‘Let him try,’ said Telemachus, tossing the bow to the beggar. 

The filthy man stood up - not a tall man, but broad-shouldered.  He leaned the bow across one leg and braced it behind the other foot, cleverly placing the bow to gain leverage.  Then he easily slipped the string loop into its notch. The bow was strung. 
Filled with rage, one of the suitors grabbed the bow away. ‘Well, let's get on with the contest, then! Me first!’
The axes fell, the arrows flew left and right until the walls of the hall were covered with them. The suitors were failing, failing, failing, and they were furious at failing. They were wild with disappointment. They hated one another in case one succeeded. They threatened Telemachus with clenched fists because he dared to laugh at their efforts. 

The beggar did not laugh. He waited until the bow was thrown aside by the last suitor, and Telemachus made sure that all of the axes were standing. He took aim through the dozen leather loops and fired. 

The arrow flew through the loops and pierced a suitor in the heart.  While the astounded suitors stared in astonishment, the beggar jumped up on to the middle of the table with the axes. His head and chest were bare, his grey hair curled to his shoulders. ‘I am Odysseus, home from the wars of Troy, and you are the rats I found in my home! Penelope will marry none of you. She has a husband already, as you will soon regret!’  With terrifying speed he fired a dozen arrows. Every one found its target. His son leapt up beside him, with two swords, and back to back they fought. 

Against a boy and a beggar the suitors had been brave enough. Against Odysseus and his son they fell into a panic and ran like men transformed by magic into pigs. But there was no escape. An hour later the room fell silent. Every suitor lay dead. 
Telemachus sat down in the middle of the table to catch his breath. But Odysseus touched him on the shoulder and pointed in the direction of Penelope's room. ‘You go and tell her I'm home. I don't know how,’ he said, suddenly nervous.  Telemachus left the room and told his mother the news. 

When Penelope came down the stairs, her face was unsmiling. She bowed her head to Odysseus and waved him towards a chair. ‘You must be tired, sir, after all your traveling. I am most grateful to you for getting rid of those wasters,’ and she waved her hand at the pile of dead bodies. ‘I shall prepare a bed for you.’ 

It was Odysseus' turn to be shocked. So cold a welcome after twenty years? Well, perhaps he was not the handsome husband she had sent away to war. Perhaps he was a disappointment to her. ‘Could I not sleep in my own bed?’ he asked timidly. 

‘Very well, I shall have it carried to the West Room. You will be comfortable there.’
Odysseus clapped his hands. ‘Now I understand!  You are testing me, lady! My bed is carved out of the tree which stands in the center of this house and which holds up its roof. How could it be moved to the West Room?’ 

Then Penelope ran over the dead suitors on the floor and kissed her husband and held him close. ‘After so long, I had to test you - I didn't dare to believe my own eyes. I expected to see an old man worn out by struggles and hardships. But you're just as handsome as the day you left Ithaca!’ 

In the fields of the kingdom the people danced. On the slopes of Mount Neriton the boys played their pipes. Throughout Ithaca, fires were lit and drums were beaten from morning till night to say that King Odysseus was home at last. 

In the peaceful days that followed, poets wrote down the adventures of the Odyssey. But Odysseus would not hear the poems recited nor the songs sung, until he had made sacrifice to Poseidon and struck a peace between man and god, between sea and land, between Heaven and Earth. 
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