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Prelude
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Medusa was raped.

Medusa was not raped.

Medusa was given rohypnol.

Medusa lured Poseidon from the sea with a bed of seaweed soaked 

in salt water.

She became pregnant.

She did not become pregnant. 

She became pregnant and used her knowledge of the medicinal arts to end 

her pregnancy.

She became pregnant and gave the resulting child to Poseidon to raise. 

She gave the child to her own parents, Phorcys and Ceto.

She and her sisters raised the child, who then became a sculptor, 

a psychoanalyst, a designer of prosthetics.

Her body after death produced a winged horse and a golden giant.

Her body after death wept from its palms and the tears mixed with earth to 

create a golem.

Her body after death was dressed by Versace and laid in a bronze tomb 

in Buenos Aires.

Medusa angered Athena. 

Athena was jealous. 

Athena was not a feminist. 

Athena was a prude. 

It did not matter to Athena what actually happened to Medusa. 

Athena was required to take action by a committee. 

Athena was wise but had already had to deal with mansplaining 

gods that night. 

Athena was a slut-shaming bitch.

Medusa was made an example of through the great wrath of a 

goddess warrior. 

In the long nights, a mortal woman made immortal because of her story ran

from a temple, from a cave, from Kisthene’s dreadful plain

seeking blindness, baldness, rebirth

with her sisters.

So many stories. Let us begin anew. 
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In the Age of Gods 
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Phorcys and Ceto were thrice blessed two times: 

their first brood was born of the ocean and the land,

part swan, part legend, even at their births.

These Grey Sisters were a trinity

of fashion, of sharing, of making do.

Deino, Enyo, Pemphredo:

like an ancient warhorse, they had but one eye and one tooth.

They saw selectively, ate softly, and walked with a rocking

wave-like gait.

The second weird sister-batch of Phorcys and Ceto

were unequal, but never needed to share.

Stheno and Euryale were born immortal

beneath the gods’ mountain.

But the third was born in the light,

and the sun, with its daily rise and fall,

decreed she be mortal.

From the plains of Kisthene

the Grey Sisters watched

their new siblings thrive.

Living by the sea, the second trio 

drew salt from the water,

poison from the frogs,

strength from the leaves,

and became healers.

In love with wonder and knowledge

and the appearance of wisdom

and strength,

the sisters gorgon 

become enamored of goddesses:

Euryale is drawn to Aphrodite;

Stheno, Artemis; 

Medusa, Athena.

Medusa takes vows,

swearing always 

to protect the goddess

to serve her 

and 

to worship her. 

Trusting Athena,

Medusa leaves 

her sisters and their cave

for Athena’s temple.

Mincing no words:

Medusa the beautiful is raped.

As Poseidon pulls away, seal-like,

from between her legs,

or draws back and down,

in his form as a horse,

Stheno, night hunting, finds her sister

in the temple of Athena.

Footprints wet with ocean’s foam

and healer’s blood grip the marble steps

and point to the departing

form of a man.

Stheno pulls on her helmet

strengthened by the shining scales

of giant fish and

made ferocious with the tusks of a boar

taken by the hunter herself

and stupidly attempts 

to attack

a god.

She does not even touch him before 

she is thrown by a cutting, hammering wave 

onto the white temple floor. 

And where Stheno seeks violence

against the god,

the dedicatee of the consecrated ground

takes further unjust action.

Athena curses Medusa,

not caring that she is a victim.

The shame, rages Athena. The shame you bring.

As Medusa’s hands claw at her head,

a single priest ventures out

of his nighttime hiding hole

to curse the women 

further,

as if

that could be done.

And while Stheno crouches to aid her sister,

the youngest of the triplet Phorcydes turns on the man

and makes him stop.

He stops. He stops. 

All of him stops. His lungs,

his heart, his kidneys stop.

His veins stop. His mouth stops.

And when in anger Stheno throws her helmet at him—

you already know this, of course—he shatters. Priest becomes pebbles,

rubble, dust. Long nights begin.

There is darkness

and cool water.

Euryale bathes her sister,

her eyes,

her bruises,

all over her arms and legs,

and abdomen,

and then each

minute, coiled, delicate, transparent

baby snake.

They emerge from Medusa’s scalp

sightless:

they have no eyes themselves.

They seek not to bite or crush

but relish the touch of 

the cool skins of one another

and the heat of their—what?

carrier? mother? bearer?—her

head.

Her long locks have fallen away

like the hair Stheno will see 

on hospital floors

many centuries from now,

hair lost to other poisons,

poisons that cure.

Late, a different goddess visits,

briefly, as is her wont:

Hecate, who weeps

silently for Medusa and

her serpents.

Her tears add to Medusa’s bath,

her soft lamplight embracing the sisters.

I too am three, she says. Although my power

is faint, I offer you blessings:

for healing yourselves and healing others;

for finding your ways home;

for being three;

for bringing light;

for protection;

for Medusa, an immortal life

to protect others.

She stands, fading against the cave walls.

Her voice is low and strong.

You need not sacrifice to me:

I cannot undo what Olympians

have done, but I can light paths

to redress and peace. 

Dazed a little by the 

goddess’s rare appearance,

and still looking to the empty space

from where she has

disappeared into a haze of

glowing air, 

Euryale sings a soft song 

a lullaby. And then a fiercer one

to help her test her own mettle

and matter

and she looks into 

Medusa’s eyes

and lives.

And sighs.

Sisters, she says, I think we three

at least are safe. Together. Here.

But Stheno hears the battering sea at their cave door,

riled Poseidon beating with both fists against their hideaway

and Athena, far above, howling at her

former priestess: 

shame, shame, shame you should die rather than bear this shame

and she replies no, we are not safe.

Hecate’s gifts may armor us,

we may live forever,

and we may be safe from Medusa’s eyes,

but we are not safe from these gods.

Would we could not believe in them

that they had no power over us

over any

over the natural world.

They should be so cursed

to be forgotten.

But the gorgons cannot hide

because Medusa cannot 

stop 

screaming.

She screams in anger and pain

at the goddess to whom she gave her love

her admiration and heart

all for nothing.

Given the rape culture

of the gods,

she is less furious with Poseidon

and more saddened, no—

it is not sadness,

but an emotion she doesn’t

know how to name.

A kind of stunned hurt 

with swaths of rage,

and a bit

of resignation.

When she thinks of him, 

her breath becomes short

and shaky, rippling through

her nose

and her eyes fill 

with sea water

that she cannot let fall;

instead,

she lies in the dark,

thinking, incredulously,

He just raped me. 

Just is temporal,

just denotes the ease 

with which her

attacker surprised

and forced her,

just suggests how much

worse

he could have done.

When she dreams, Medusa

stands on a ledge

from which it is all too tempting

and easy to fall. There are no

guards, no rails, no

helping hands.

What god would help her?

Her trusted protector,

grey-eyed Athena, can only see

in black and white.

Medusa’s screams and 

questions and 

hoarse, croaking pleas go 

unanswered.

While her sisters 

hunt for food and medicine,

trapping tiny frogs,

shooting wild goats,

Medusa cannot leave.

Many hours, she cannot move,

frozen as much as

one of her own 

be-gazed-upon 

victims.

Her distress—what a dainty word,

far too close to princess or fancy-dress,

so no, not distress—

her sheer terror wraps around her like

wet linen, keeps her immobile,

keeps her from speech,

keeps her fear

embodied.

No prayers, no offerings,

no oxen sacrificed,

no promises made

to Athena assuage the curse.

And as long as those around her

see some kind of justice

in Athena’s punishment

of a woman unjustly

treated, there will be no safety

for Medusa.

The gorgons decide 

they will leave Greece, 

will leave the realm in which these gods, 

unjust, unchecked, under water and above the skies, 

above punishment, punishing and prowling for mortals to eat, 

to suck away life and will as meat from long bones, 

can so treat innocents. 

But Athena, she of

shame shame you should die rather than bear this shame

makes a different plan, and so

first comes Perseus

and his idiotic mirror

and sword

and sandals:

a stereotype

sent by Athena

through Polydectes

to silence 

her screaming

former priestess.

Did you know, asks Stheno,

that his name comes from perthein:

to sack, to waste, to ravage?

Euryale snorts. Typical, 

she says,

crushing the claws of a wolf 

between her fingertips

for a healing plaster,

given that his whole life has

been devoted

to controlling women. 

She makes a gesture meaning,

everywhere, just look around you.

His mother, our sisters, 

the Hesperides—

He’ll use your head as a weapon,

Stheno tells Medusa.

He won’t get it, she replies, hoarse-voiced

but resolute.

And so in an all-nighter

to dwarf every all-nighter since,

the sisters put their healing arts

to devious ends. 

Stheno makes a mask

of her sister’s lovely face,

while Euryale draws forth from the

sea a slithering of serpents 

full of toxins.

The Graeae, themselves full of wrath

at the arrogant Perseus for stealing their eye,

make a special sisterly visit,

applying the attributes of their names

to the head:

alarm, horror, dread.

Stheno provides a bodily shape for Perseus to swing at;

Euryale drops the head at his feet.

While it will turn a few unlucky men to stone,

the prouder Perseus becomes of his kill,

the more he displays his gorgon’s head,

the more—Euryale snickers—

impotent he will become.

Thus Perseus fooled, three gorgons,

immortal but bruised, angry, and tired,

plan a passage away from the locus

of Medusa’s anguish.  

––––––––
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The night roads are tricky to the eyes:

Stheno and Euryale lead Medusa

stumbling

over horse trails and divoted paths

low hills with rocky trails and mountains with sharp-

branched trees and brambles.

At times, they take a risk

and take off her eye-wraps.

In three days, though, she has

accidentally created statues of

birds, insects, and nearly an entire herd of sheep

and so she willingly b(l)inds herself again. 

Behind the linen strips, she sees

polychrome explosions and circles

and tiny dotted lines and fractions of shapes.

Black and rose gold streamers and yellows

that mankind will not invent in the material

world for millennia

shoot across her closed lids.

Each dusk they leave whatever bolthole they have found—

cave, disarrayed orchard, abandoned hut—and walk, mostly  silently,

always away from Greece. 

Some nights they move through fog, or clouds, and 

no one can see any better than the blindfolded Medusa.

Nights may last minutes or days; time folds and stretches,

the skies shifting above as they walk.

In time, they come to roads rutted from wheels

and paved with flat, gravel-tossed, dun-colored stones.

Roads bring other travelers, men and women and goats,

and places to rest out of the rain and places to eat

things Stheno has not killed for them.

How are you even alive? yells Athena,

Perseus! What has happened? 

Shame shame shame...

and the gorgons hurry on.

One morning the world they wake to

is one of wheat and barley and goats

and pigs and dogs and cattle and mud houses

and pottery painted with precise geometry

in red and brown. In the megaron, the people

meet and wed and recite and feast surrounded

by painted walls.

This is civilized! says Stheno.

Let’s stay a while. 

But the pottery and painted walls doom the idea:

Euryale finds images of her sister, Medusa’s face 

distorted, her mouth full of too many teeth,

her cheeks bulging and eyes staring,

her snakes hanging like sticks from her head.

––––––––

[image: image]


The sisters remain too well known,

and their story spreads,

creeping from mouth to ear and back around

again: be wary of three women

traveling together,

two protecting a third, whose face

is wrapped to protect from a plague.

They know not what this plague is:

a curse, an infection,

an imbalance of humors—

but give them no quarter,

these three. Push them away

from cart and barrel and house and barn.

Exhaustion smothers them,

a heavy gauze that binds their arms

to one-night beds of moss and stone and 

makes their heads

sickening weights on fragile spines. 

They need more time, the sisters gorgon;

much more time of sleep and rest,

so that they might become unknown.

So that they might wake in a different time,

a time when no one draws Medusa’s head

on doors or floors or roofs

to keep away evil spirits; a time when no one

believes that Athena’s curse was just.

––––––––
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Athena sees them in the city; her hands shake in fury.

You are supposed to be dead! How do you live with the shame?

Medusa winces at the pain in her head.

Avoiding cities now, they find warmth with 

a bear, its fur blue-tinged and soft,

sleeping in its cave and apparently happy 

—or perhaps just unaware—
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