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HOWARD NEMEROV was bomn in 1920 and grew up in New
York City. He joined the Royal Canadian Air Force (1942-1944)
after graduating from Harvard, and during the war he served in
the United States Army Air Corps (1944-1945) as a pilot.  Since
the war he has lived most of the time in Vermont, where he is a
professor of English at Bennington College. He has published
considerable literary criticism, three novels, and a book of short
stories as well as five books of poens.
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THE SORCERER’S EYE
By Howard Nemerov

1

AROUND THE CASTLE where I lived with my parents was a moat,
half overgrown with weeds, where wild birds waded and swam. A
corridor, which I liked to think was secret, led to a door at the
water's edge, and there I used to go, against my father’s absolute
command, to meet the girl from outside. We spoke across the
water.

“What is that you wear on the string around your neck?” she
asked me once. I drew it from my shirt, a golden spoon it was,
and showed it to her.

“Why a golden spoon?’ she asked.

“Oh,” 1 said, “it is something that happened long ago, a kind of
family joke, though not a very good one. You wouldnt be in-
terested.”
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The Sorcerer's Eye

“You're a sad boy, aren’t you?” said she. “Do they really joke,
in your family? Tell me.”

“When I was little,” I said, “my father once told me, he seemed
angry about it, that T had been born with a golden spoon in my
mouth. That puzzled me, since I didn’t know it was a proverb,
and I tried to think what it was like to be born, and why one would
have a golden spoon in one’s mouth at that time, and finally, seeing
that my father really meant something, which it made him angry to
mean, I started to cry. My mother then, to tum it into a joke,
took a real golden spoon from the dinner table, tapped me on the
shoulder with it, and said I was her knight of the golden spoon.
So I have kept the spoon.”

The girl smiled. She was dressed in black rags, and so beautiful.

“You love your mother, don’t you?” she said.

“She is sick,” 1 replied. “She lies on a sofa all day, and has
little heart-shaped white pastilles, for her heart ailment. She reads
novels, and sometimes I read them to her, though Father does not
like me to be reading novels.”

“There's a great lot your father doesn’t like.”

“He doesn’t like at all for me to meet you and talk to you.”

“I know,” said she. “We're both lonely.”

“I am so lonely,” said I. “For I'read in books about how people
live, out in the world, and meet others, and make friends, and love
another. I love you, I think.”
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The Sorcerer's Eye

“I love you,” she said, “but it would be befter not to talk of
that.”

“Because of your father?’ I asked.

“Because of him, yes.”

“I know about your father,” | said, “for my father told me the
tale on my eighteenth hirthday, only a while ago. I have even seen
your father, through the telescope to the tower room. He sits in
the woods, in a clearing in the woods, a mile away. He sits on a
throne of sorts, I think, and stares at our castle all the time. He
is a sorcerer, iso’t he, a kind of wizard?”

“He is,” said she.

“And my father is frightened of him,” T went on, “for he built
this castle of ours by magic, before I was born, and my father fears
that if he is offended he may tear it down, also by magic.”

“That’s true, he could,” she said. “Your father must have been
in terrible trouble, to need my father’s help.”

“My father used to live in the world,” I said. “He was a captain
in one of the great regiments, and he had epaulets of silver, high
boots, silver spurs. But he lived too well, and gambled, and was in
debt. One night, when he was drunk and losing everything, he bet
against a brother officer and on his side the wager was that this
man, if he won, might spend a night with my mother.”

“That was a bad thing to do,” said the girl.
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The Sorcerer’s Eye

“It was,” I said, “for he lost. Everyone knew then that it was
not only a bad bet but an impossible one, and they Ieft him alone:
until sunrise, with a pistol on the table. My father was to shoot
himgelf because of his dishonor; that was the understanding, in the
regiment. But instead he went out and walked in the strects of
the city until, near dawn, he met your father, who brought him into
the deep forest, far away, and raised him up this fine castle which
you see —-all by a look of the eye he did this, and by a gesture
of the hand.”

“My father has a great and terrible power,” the girl said, “There
was a condition.”

“The condition was simply this,” I replied, “that we live here,
that we never go outside.”

“You are safe, at any rate.”

“Yes,” I said, “we are safe enough. But my father is unhappy,
and that makes us all unhappy. He is unhappy because, I think,
he believes still that he might somekow have got out of his desperate
position and gohe on to a grand career, and because my mother
is il and not much of a2 companién to him, and because she
despises him, having never forgiven the wager. Finally,” I said
with some hesitation, “because he suspects, and fears, that after all
his fellow officer might have taken advantage of his winning, on
that night, so. I would be not my father's child but his. About this,
be has never asked my mother, as fearing her reply, as not wanting
the burden of the knowledge, 1 don’t know.”
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The Sorcerer's Eye

We were silent, The waters of the moat glittered between us.
Behind me the castle stood towering in courses of great blocks of
stone, behind her the trees flickered their green leaves in the light
wind and the sunshine.

“I never knew my mother,” said the girl at last.

“I'm sorry for that,” said I

“Nor have I been in the world,” she said. *“I am as much a
prisoner as you are, and perhaps my father is as much a prisoner
as yours. The keeper is always bound to his charge, so neither can
be free.”

I should like to go into the world,” I said, “but only if you
would go with me,”

“My father has two eyes,” she said, musingly, and as if not
replying at all, “of which the right one, of flesh and blood, is the
eye of action, and the left one, a glass orb, is the eye of thought.
With the one, he does; with the other, he knows.”

“That is a strange division,” I said, “and yet, after all, quite
appropriate in its way.”

“I have been thinking,” sbe said, “that as my father's eyes are
fixed upon the castie, so that you and I are beneath his notice, we
might go together, one time, and come up.behind him, and you with
your golden spoon could quickly remove an eye—"

“But that would be terrible,” said I, “in itself and in its conse-
quences.”

“Terrible, how?” asked the girl. “I do not love my father.”
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Theé Sorcerer’s Eve

“Nor 1 mine,” T replied, “though I should be sorry to lose my
mother. But the castle would fall.”

“Not if you removed the glass eye,” she said. “It would not hurt
him to lose it, since it is glass, since it is the eye of knowledge he
would never know he had lost it, so that it follows, surely, that he
must keep the eye of action turned, as always, upon the castle, to
keep it as it is, in being.”

“That’s true,” I said, beginning to be fascinated with the idea.
“But dangerous.”

*You are afraid?” she asked, smiling again,

“I have never been afraid,” I said, somewhat sternly, but yet not
pridefully, for the fact was that my existence until this time had
magically excluded the awareness of fear,

“When it is done,” she said, “we shall go out into the world,
away from castle and. forest, and I promise to love you for as long
as you will love me.”

“I will do it for that promise,” I said. “I will do it for you.”

“Tonight,” she said, “meet me here again, and I will lead you
where he sits.”

So we parted, agreeing to meet in the hour before dawn.



