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… it seems only yesterday that the Greek ships gathered at Aulis to inflict destruction on Priam and the people of Troy …


Homer: The Iliad, Book II, lines 303–306 




The bitch. That’s what the ship’s crew call me. The bitch.


They say it behind my back. But I hear them.


My name’s Helen; I was born in Sparta, but I went away for love.


They used to say I was the most beautiful woman in the world.


The minstrels are already making stories about how little I’ve won and how much I’ve lost. Lying tales. They weren’t there, after all. But I was.


I’m walking on the bridge. Far off, the sun is setting. Day giving way to night. The ship carves a foaming wake on the bronze sea.


Is that the Peloponnese already, that dark crest racing far away beyond the water like a pack of wolves? Men rise and fall like leaves on the trees, rise and fall while the gods stay mute.


The ship glides on across metallic waves.





PART ONE
SPARTA
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My home was built of gold. Big windows facing the river, copper light on stone floors. My home.


My mother Leda was very beautiful, her hair was spun gold, so my nurse said; her smile the smile of a siren. I had a sister with eyes as sharp as blades. Knives in my flesh if I laughed in front of her. She never laughed: Clytemnestra. Thin and serious, hair like flames above green eyes. Born to rule. The long powerful hands of a strangler. When she wrestled with our brother Castor, she always won. I was the youngest. The little one. My daughter, my mother would call me, though she never suckled me. My daughter. They chose a terrible name for me: Helen, the destroyer. Names have power, as I’ve learned to my cost. But I knew nothing as a child playing on the paths among the slopes of the olive grove.


Sparta. Land of warriors and contorted olives, of tough men – though my father Tyndareus was gentle. Clytemnestra inherited his flaming hair, which didn’t go grey as he got older. I had a halo of fire too, red-gold my nurse Etra called it, singing to me as she combed: she’ll be very beautiful, this little girl, very beautiful.


People were scared of me. When I joined the little girls of the court, daughters of ambassadors and warriors, they would circle round me and stare in silence. It’s Helen, it’s Helen, they would whisper. I discovered much later that the women slaves murmured that I was a daughter of Zeus, insinuating that my mother was an unfaithful wife. Officers of the guard went freely in and out of her rooms and her slave girls would whisper in the ears of the palace ladies. But I understood nothing when the other children didn’t want me playing with them. Or when Tyndareus – he was my father, I’ve always believed that, I’ve always wanted to believe that – gave me a dog that was found drowned in a pool of water after only a single day in my rooms. No hands came to dry my tears. Helen the destroyer. Even then envy and fear were my poison.


Clytemnestra had no love for me. I was the little one, the precious one. I liked the sun, I liked mirrors. I spent hours and hours in empty rooms, gazing at that image, distorted by metal, of a child who looked like me. Clytemnestra was furious one day when she came on me. ‘You’re ugly! ugly! ugly! I’ll make you ugly!’ she screamed. I felt her long strong hands in my hair, on my skin. By the time she left me, lying on the floor, purple and black marks were spreading over my body like evil flowers. Outside the window loomed the heavy shadow of the Peloponnese. The mirror had been thrown to the floor, beside a little girl of eight huddled in a pool of black light.


When my nurse Etra came to fetch me, I met her questions with an obstinate silence. No, I would not tell tales and say who had done it. Clytemnestra’s eyes were burning into me. I lifted my chin. No.


My mother shook her head gracefully. ‘Childish squabbles,’ she sighed, ‘do stop crying, Helen.’ I had already stopped, but she hadn’t noticed. She swept from the room wrapped in the rosy froth of an expensive dress. ‘Helen, Helen …’


My bruises healed. Clytemnestra’s eyes no longer mirrored anything but shadows.


I had two brothers, Castor and Pollux: beautiful twins. When they trained in the palace gymnasium, all Sparta came to watch. Girls giggled and sleeked their hair for their benefit. But my brothers ignored them. They only ever had eyes for each other. When Theseus arrived in Sparta one day from Athens with his friend Pirithous, they received him formally, being heirs to the throne.


‘The king and queen are away,’ they said.


Theseus the Athenian answered: ‘Never mind, I’ll stay.’


‘You’re welcome, Theseus.’


That evening, after the banquet, Theseus came looking for me. I had stayed in the women’s quarters and never met this tall, fair, well-built man. Already aged by an iron streak tingeing his temples with grey.


‘Come here, child.’


He detected my shyness by the milky light of the moon. So he laughed, and like a street conjuror, dropped to one knee and pulled from under his cloak a fine gold chain and amber pendant. In those days I loved the glitter of jewels. Step by step I came closer to this man waiting there so patiently. The amber sparkled. I hesitated as though a crowd were pushing me back, but the unknown man smiled, his hands open. He was my father’s age. When I reached out to touch the amber, he grabbed my wrist and stifled my cries with his cloak, thrusting the bitter taste of cloth into my mouth. I retched, then a blow to the nape of my neck knocked me down into darkness. He left me tied up in his room till morning. Then he calmly took his leave of my brothers, thanking them and complimenting them on their generous hospitality. I can see them now, cockerels smoothing their feathers in the rosy flush of dawn. Pirithous brought the horses round to the front of the palace and they threw me on, wrapped in a cloak, like a common bundle. Bound and gagged, the sister of those waving farewell to Theseus from the palace steps.


After a long ride, the Athenians stopped on an isolated promontory by the sea. Tormented by thirst, I was tied to a tree to watch while they threw dice for me. I was twelve years old. Theseus won. Pirithous swore and went to piss into the sea from the edge of the cliff. Theseus, still with the same reassuring fatherly smile on his full lips, came close and reached out a hand to stroke my cheek: don’t be afraid … I bit his hand in blind fury, banishing fear to the furthest recesses of my heart. His face changed; a father replaced by a furious man. He slapped me hard. The clear sky and the sea beyond the cliff edge from where Pirithous was watching, smiling with amusement, were hidden by the mist in my swollen eyes. But I did not close them even when Theseus straightened up and took off his belt. I struggled to lift my chin one more time in proud defiance, regardless of the fear in my heart. I’m made of stone.


He didn’t rape me, Theseus. Before he could do anything a squad of armed horsemen arrived at a furious gallop from Sparta. At their head Castor and Pollux, exhausted and covered with dust. They had followed the tracks left by the Athenians. With a single throw of his spear, one of the soldiers pierced Pirithous to the heart, knocking him over the cliff without a sound.


‘We don’t want war with Athens: just go,’ Castor told Theseus from the back of his horse.


Theseus laughed and lifted his hands: ‘She’s all yours.’ He came to retrieve his cloak from me. ‘I’ll be back, princess,’ he said with a wink. The promise of a rapist. Words to be believed. But he died first, Theseus did. One day the husband of a woman he was in bed with would cut his throat. But on this particular day he left in peace. Wrapped in his cloak like a vagabond. Humming sacred hymns.


My brothers never even dismounted. They gave a sign and one of the soldiers of the guard, a polite young man, got off his horse and cut my bonds with his sword. Then he lifted me in his arms and mounted again, wrapping me in his red wool cape. At a signal from Pollux we started back for Sparta, my brothers joking with each other at the head of the column, never turning to see how I was or even to speak to me.


‘I’m thirsty,’ I murmured into the folds of the cape. Hearing me, the man pressed his water bottle to my lips at full gallop. The water filled my mouth and spilled on to the cloak, sodden wool sticking to my chest as my tired head fell against his leather breastplate. The world rocked beyond my exhausted eyes. And my exhausted ears sank into sleep to the shrill laughter of my brothers.
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When my mother came home, she found me in the garden. Alone and silent as always, on the hillside among the olive trees. I was sitting on the ground without any toy or ball. Nothing. Well combed, well dressed, a child who no longer wanted to break anything. Then she understood. Perhaps for a moment, a unique moment, she was with me. She spread her dress on the grass and sat down beside me. Something she had never done before, and would never do again.


‘Helen, Helen …’ she murmured, even taking me in her arms. I was still a child, and she pressed my head against her breast and held me close. But I didn’t cry. I hadn’t cried for some time.


‘It won’t happen again,’ she went on slowly. ‘Never again. We’ll protect you. We’ll find a way. Don’t be afraid, Helen.’


I nodded slowly against that breast veiled in purple linen. Her jewels tinkled over my head. I believed her. Children always believe their mothers.


My father redoubled the guards. Visiting strangers were not allowed to see me. ‘Just us and only us,’ he instructed my mother.


She laughed and ruffled my hair. ‘Beauty’s not so dangerous.’


‘But blood is. She’s descended from kings. Never forget that, Leda.’


My mother’s eyes narrowed. Clytemnestra’s eyes. ‘I shan’t, don’t you worry,’ she said, and without touching me again, she left us.


I turned to my father who was sitting on his throne. His chin propped on his hand, he ignored me. That evening the flames in his hair seemed to have gone out. He was smothered in invisible ash.


‘Go to bed, Helen,’ he said in a slow monotonous voice, like a peasant or a merchant. Not the voice of a king. A common voice suitable for running a family as ordinary as any other. I obeyed, got up and went away.


There was a sentry on guard outside my room. They changed the guard four times a day, soldiers armed ready for combat. Unsleeping, defending my door. I was still having nightmares about Theseus. But I had no one to discuss them with; the sentry outside my door had no authority over the unravelled territory of my dreams. I lay down between the sheets to wait for sleep. It was summer, and a light breeze from the river reached me from the windows. The curtains were billowing like sails. Sleep was singing in the corners of my eyes, but I had to struggle to keep them closed. The wicked leer of Theseus was keeping me awake. If I’d cried out, if I’d shouted for her, Etra would have come to sleep with me. A sentry to guard me from my dreams. But I would not call out. I’m made of stone.


Sleep came, bringing Theseus. The same sky, the same sea. Pirithous falling into space, blood streaming through the air. And no one to stop Theseus unclasping his belt. Closing my eyes was the same as keeping them open. I woke screaming. A noise at my door, and the guard was in the room. Spear raised, dagger unsheathed. A fierce face under his crested helm.


‘An intruder, princess?’


I shook my head. ‘Just a bad dream.’


An almost inaudible sigh of relief filled the air. He put his dagger away, propped his spear against the wall. Took off his helm: ‘Thanks to the gods, princess.’ His smile was white in the darkness; his face young and strong.


‘You’re the man who gave me a drink.’


‘It was an honour, princess.’ He thumped his chest, picked up his weapons and went back to the door. I was twelve years old. I needed nothing more.


Agamemnon was a greedy man. You didn’t notice at first, only later when he thought no one was looking, you would see his beady roving eyes stopping on a painted amphora, a jewel or a particular person. That’s what he was like, Agamemnon; he helped himself to whatever he wanted. And he wanted everything. He was ruling Mycenae without a queen, so he came all the way to Sparta to find one.


‘I’ve come on the wings of rumour, Tyndareus,’ he announced, planting himself in the middle of the throne room.


For once I’d been allowed to leave my rooms and be seen. But Agamemnon’s eyes went past me. Ignored for the first time in my life, I saw them fasten on Clytemnestra like the eyes of a cat. Seeing herself noticed, she smiled. She had pointed triangular canines, my sister; the smile of a wolf. Agamemnon said it was her fame that had brought him all the way to Sparta. The fame of the wolf princess who liked to run through the olive groves in the middle of the night and dive naked into the icy waters of the Eurotas. That was what Clytemnestra was like: relentless. I wasn’t. I loved gardens and the warm baths Etra prepared for me. And mirrors. Yes, I was beautiful, but that wasn’t enough.


‘It’s not enough, little sister. Not for a real man. Not enough to appeal to a king. You’re insipid, Helen.’


Clytemnestra was changing her clothes in her room. I watched from the bed, enchanted. She let the white peplos she’d been wearing that evening fall to the floor and admired her body with satisfaction in the bronze mirror. She had a lovely figure. The strong physique of an athlete. I was the only woman in Sparta who had never run in the stadium. I had never exercised naked in the mud and dust with boys and girls of my own age. I was delicate; too delicate, Leda said. I thought if her as ‘Leda’, not as ‘my mother’. It was hard to think of calling her that.


Clytemnestra threw down the elegant peplos carelessly and kicked aside the gold pins. Rummaging in the wooden chest, she chose a short tunic, one of those she sometimes used for running.


‘You’re so beautiful,’ she told herself in the mirror, smiling. Clytemnestra brilliant as the moon. I loved her so much. But she didn’t know that. She could only imagine ferocious passions, and for me the time for learning about ferocious passions would not come till much later. Perhaps too much later.


She looked over her right shoulder at me: ‘Go to bed, go to your own room, brat.’


I tightened my lips.


‘Go to bed,’ she repeated.


I had no intention of moving. I wanted her to know I was made of stone. She blew out the lamp without giving me another look. From the corners of the room rose a darkness slashed by the rays of the moon.


‘I don’t want to find you here when I come back.’


Nor did she. I had no need to follow her to know where she was going. I had no need to slip through the shadows of the olive grove to know that Agamemnon was waiting for her. I picked up the white peplos, the universal symbol of virginity, from the floor and took it with me. I kept it rolled in a ball under my pillow until she left. In any case, Clytemnestra never wore a white peplos again. She had no further use for them.


The wedding was six days later. A banquet that went on till dawn. Bride and groom smiling by torchlight under garlands of jasmine. Lips drawn tight over sharp teeth. The usual wolfish leer. Agamemnon’s hand a claw round Clytemnestra’s shoulder. Asserting ownership. He had placed a gold neckband round her neck. A collar. A beautiful collar for the princess of the wolves, for the athlete who liked diving into the icy Eurotas. For my sister who had always hated jewels. She was smiling, unaware that he intended to tame her.


But Clytemnestra won’t let herself be tamed, I thought, almost prayed, as I sat at that over-long table; she’ll never let herself be extinguished. She will burst into flame, Clytemnestra will. She will tear other people to pieces. That’s her nature; she can’t help it. I was formulating prophecies about the happy bride facing me. I knew her character, but I didn’t know my own. If I looked into myself, all I saw was pools of water. They reflected the sun, but there was more to them than that. At least, I thought there was. I’ve always had some understanding of myself, and I did even then. Perhaps then more than ever. I got up and left the rowdy banquet. I’m made of stone.
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I went out into the darkness, among the low branches of the olive grove. I walked right round the palace, where the doors had all been left open and everyone, even the humblest slave, had a chance to enjoy a little relaxation and some good food. The lazy rays of the moon gradually grew longer across the polished stone floors. The throne room, through which the breeze was murmuring soft songs, seemed abandoned. I climbed the steps to the throne and placed my hand on its stone seat. A seat like many others, perhaps less comfortable than most. The empty vessel of a useless power. I hurried back down the steps, suddenly afraid because I was alone. Yet the idea of going back through the garden to my place at that long table sickened me. They had bought my sister for a mass of gold and were taking her away. Just as they would have done if it had been me. No, I refused to smile to please them.


I left the palace and headed for the stables. The horses, left by themselves, were whickering peacefully in the jasmine-scented gloom, their eyes black pearls in the darkness. I lifted my clothes to keep them clear of the dirty straw and held out my hand as I approached the wooden bars of the enclosure that contained an elegant white horse with a long muzzle: Leda’s mare. The mare let me stroke her muzzle, and dilated her nostrils. Her nose was wet, and I could just see the pink skin under her white coat. Her breath warmed my bare flesh. Then, suddenly alarmed, she shook her head. I listened, and heard hooves speeding towards the stables. Theseus, shouted a terrified voice in my head; there was nowhere, absolutely nowhere I could hide. With no thought for my beautiful white dress I knelt in the straw and crept under the bars of the enclosure between the mare’s feet, causing her to neigh in alarm. Better crushed by her hooves than in the power of Theseus, I thought. Much better. I crept into the darkest corner and hid under the heaped-up hay, waiting with my hands over my head, my skin burning hot and the blood crying out in my veins.


The galloping horse stopped in front of the main gate. Someone dismounted with a soft thud. A heavy man. I could hear a jingle of harness. But the tender voice that calmed the animal was not that of Theseus. I cautiously moved on my knees to the wooden bars and peered out. In the white moonlight I could see a horse and rider. When the man tied up his steed by the bridle at the entrance to the stall, I recognized him as the guard who had given me a drink. Unaware of my presence, he took off his sweat-soaked tunic. The horse had already bent his neck to the stone trough, where the man filled a pail with water for himself. He took a long drink, his neck swelling in the moonlight, streams of water running down. The tensed muscles of his shoulders and arms made him look like a god. Afraid he would see me, I moved back out of sight. My mother’s mare took fright and neighed again. I crawled between her feet, held my breath and huddled on the ground.


‘Who’s there?’ The soldier’s voice. His steps came nearer. ‘What’s going on?’ I was aware of his hand caressing the mare’s muzzle, just as I had done myself. Then silence. I lifted my eyes from the straw and met his.


‘Who are you? Come out from there.’ In the darkness he hadn’t recognized me. But there was no sense in staying where I was. I got up with difficulty, not even trying to shake off the dirt. He gave me a puzzled look and opened the wooden door of the enclosure. I came out with my head high, summoning up the little dignity available to a young girl wearing clothes filthy with dung.


‘I was afraid,’ I said quietly.


‘I’ll take you back to the palace, princess.’ A firm voice, almost as if giving a command. Outside the stable he put on his sweaty tunic again and waited patiently for me in the open space bathed in moonlight, then together we covered the short distance to the back yard of the palace. ‘Shall I come with you to your rooms?’


I shook my head. ‘I’m fine.’


He looked me in the eyes. ‘The Athenian won’t come back.’


‘But he won’t go away either,’ I answered in a small voice.


He said nothing more. There was nothing more he could have said. You can’t comfort princesses of the blood when you’re just an ordinary soldier. He had been dismissed, and turned and went into the barracks.
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The winter after Clytemnestra left was the longest and coldest anyone could remember. The water froze in the horse troughs and ducks no longer swam on the Eurotas, transformed by ice into a white mirror. A fierce wind swept Sparta for forty days, and with it came a black fever that brought death into every house. Castor was the first to fall ill, one morning after drinking too much, and he died within three days without ever recovering from his delirium. I remember the eyes of Pollux when they told him the terrible news; I saw real grief on his face for the first time. They had only ever loved each other, my brothers, so the bond that held them together had been total. ‘A part of me,’ murmured Pollux, ‘a part of me.’ Then he left the room where my mother had already started to tear her hair in accordance with convention. Some hours later, they found him hanged in his room. I never saw his body. They had shut me up in my apartments to protect me from contagion. Only Etra came, bringing me food and water, and even she was under strict orders from my father not to come too close. In the dead of night I would slip through the windows into the icy garden where no one walked any more. I had no fear of the fever. By now I was sleeping free of dreams. Theseus had faded in the boredom of week after week of sameness, faded like my brothers for whom I could not bring myself to weep, and like my parents of whom I heard nothing for some time.


I didn’t fall ill. The guard continued to change regularly outside my barred door. I would lean my head against it, trying to distinguish any noise or voice that might help me to understand who was there. For me, only one face had not faded in those days of wind and cold, the only one I wanted to see again. I would come in secretly from the garden by unusual routes. Slipping silently through the shadows, down corridors left deserted by other women, each shut in her own room, I spied on the comings and goings of the sentries. Till finally one night at the changing of the guard a step I remembered well came marching from the far end of the corridor. With my heart drumming in my chest, I waited for the relieved sentry to go after exchanging a few unimportant words with his comrade. Then I emerged nervously from the shadows and approached him.


‘Soldier,’ I murmured, hoping not to frighten him. He grabbed his spear, as I expected, but recognized me in the dim torchlight.


‘Princess! You …’


‘Shh! I couldn’t stay shut up any longer! I …’


He watched me from under his helm. Waiting for orders, perhaps. My courage failed. My heart was beating so loudly in my chest that he must have been able to hear it. But outwardly I was just a capricious child, defying the fever and my father’s orders to stay in my room. Yet I could not bring myself to command him to open the door for me and not tell anyone of my disobedience. I took a step forward. ‘I’m scared,’ I admitted and it was true, in that corridor full of great long shadows and silence steeped in other people’s panic from behind barred doors. He took off his helm and placed it on the floor beside his spear. Then he knelt down so he could look me in the eyes. He was so much taller than me.


‘Princess …’


Without thinking, I knelt down too and before my nerve could fail me, took his face in my hands. What did the first humans to create an organized society do? How could they ever have believed they would be able to control their own blood? I examined his face in the flickering torchlight, stroking his hollowed cheeks and fair hair. And looking into those dark green eyes that I would nevermore forget.


‘Princess …’ he said again, very quietly.


‘Not princess,’ I said as softly as I could, ‘Helen …’ One day I would hate my own name. But on this night it carried within it everything that was me.


‘Helen …’ he almost whispered, his hands at my back to help me to my feet. ‘Helen …’ Without looking at me, he lifted the bar and opened the door. And without looking at him, I crossed the threshold into my room. For a moment his big hand met mine again in the muffled darkness beyond the door. When I turned he was no more than a black silhouette against the red torchlight. Only his eyes were still shining when he disappeared beyond the barrier.


The epidemic lasted another fifteen days. On the sixteenth, Etra came to set me free and held me in a long embrace. ‘My child, my child,’ she murmured.


‘Are many dead?’ I asked, pushing her away.


She shook her head. ‘Your brothers …’


‘Are many dead?’ I repeated more loudly.


She stroked my face. ‘Don’t think about it. All cremated and buried already.’ I brushed her hand away. She struggled to her feet with a sigh. ‘You loved your brothers so much, it’s understandable. Their funeral is today. Naturally, because of their rank, they had to come last.’ As she talked she picked up a comb, to get me ready.


But I was no longer listening. I was staring in the bronze mirror at a face I did not recognize.


They cremated my brothers together on a single pyre that afternoon. Everyone still left of the Spartan court was there. Both my parents had survived the sickness. My mother, in mourning, had not cut her hair, and hid her lack of tears behind a thick purple veil. The entire corps of the royal guard rattled their spears and shields in salute to the princes as they disappeared in the smoke. Ignored and swaddled like a black dog in my mourning clothes, I looked through the ranks for him. He wasn’t there. When the pyre had burnt down and my father asked Etra where I was, she didn’t know. She found me much later, wrapped in my cloak in the lowest fork of an olive tree. It took her a long time to persuade me to hand over the scissors I had clenched in my hand. And it took her longer still to collect the long locks of hair I had cut off close to my scalp, and which the wind had entangled with the olive twigs. It was four days before I ate again. All I remember of that period is a void in which no sound reached me. I never knew the soldier’s name, and never would know it.
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In the time that followed I lived in a void, in a state of deprivation. A void that those eyes now lost and burnt had cut into my own. I was myself arid and burnt. Nothing but dull ashes under the skin. But when others looked at me all they saw was a silly child.


The heirs to the throne were dead and Tyndareus was growing old. I took care always to dress, obstinately, in black. Keeping my hair short so it would never grow long again. Fasting to hollow my face and sharpen my cheekbones, rejecting a beauty I could not see, but which refused to disappear in the eyes of others. I was just Helen, nothing more. Nails grown into talons, skin stretched over the bones protruding from my pelvis. Secretly I hoped I would look in the mirror one day and see nothing at all. Leda wasn’t interested. I too had learned to close my eyes to the coming and going of officers to her room. It meant nothing to me. I sank daily deeper into a darkness and emptiness that tasted like glue. Down, down, down. To the bottom. I burned my musical instruments. And my light-coloured clothes. There was no beginning or ending to my mourning. Etra watched the burning, and no longer knew what to say. My father wore mourning for two winters; we saw one another from afar in empty corridors; two winters during which I never spoke and never asked anyone for anything. I had become the terror of the palace. Silly maids whispered that I never slept. That I was wandering about the palace looking for the spirits of my dead brothers. They understood nothing. I went back to my rooms where in winter I extinguished the braziers. I plunged into dreams in which he appeared as a distant silhouette against a bright light. Offering me his hand as he did that day in the courtyard; I would go forward to him with arms outstretched but I could never see his face. Sometimes I dreamed of the stuff of his cloak the time he brought me home; the smell and taste of the rough fibre sharp and clear to my nose and tongue. I could see the blond down on his hands and could feel him smiling above me. But I could never capture his green eyes. Those were my worst dreams. I would wake with an unsatisfied need for more sleep. Like a drug. It was then that I began burning laurel leaves. The oracles were said to use them when making prophecies. They were said to open a door to new worlds. I breathed in the thick suffocating smoke, my eyes wide open to the night. But the laurel smoke brought Theseus into my room. There was no longer any guard outside my door. When the smoke at last overcame me, I would collapse in a sleep as dreamless as death. One day Etra found me prostrate beside the brazier. She shook me again and again and called me, but I would not open my eyes. Her voice reached me from far away, as if I were under water. The laurel stood between us, between me and the world. She dragged me into the garden and poured cold water on my head. I woke blinking in a dazzling light, mumbling disconnected words without knowing where I was. Etra beside me was just an indistinct shape.


‘Poison. Poison! Never again, child, never again.’ Strong arms lifted me. Too slender to have been his. It could have been a promise. Or a threat. Never again, Etra. Never again.


‘You must stop cutting your hair. You must start eating again. You could be so beautiful. They’ll have to pay a huge sum of gold for you.’ Tyndareus was speaking in the neutral tones of a merchant advertising goods in the market. He was sitting by my bed but not looking at me. There was a sad grey light from the window and the sound of the Eurotas softly singing.


‘At first you’ll suffer and crave the laurel, but that will pass. You can be sure I shan’t let them give you poppy milk, so there won’t be any point in asking for it. You’ll have to pull through on your own.’ He hesitated, as if thinking.


I rested my head on the pillow and looked at him. His eyes shifted away from mine: ‘I shall be gone, Helen. Soon I shall be gone. Sparta will need a king. And you will need a husband.’


I didn’t answer. I had been out of reach of his demands for a long time already.
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