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      Mary Renault (1905–1983) was best known for her historical novels set in Ancient Greece with their vivid fictional portrayals of Theseus, Socrates, Plato and Alexander the Great.

      Born in London in 1905 and educated at the University of Oxford, she trained as a nurse at Oxford’s Radcliffe Infirmary, where she met her lifelong partner, fellow nurse Julie Mullard. Her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published in 1939. In 1948, after her novel Return to Night won an MGM prize worth $150,000, she and Mullard emigrated to South Africa.

      It was in South Africa that Renault was able to write forthrightly about homosexual relationships for the first time – in her last contemporary novel, The Charioteer, published in 1953, and then in her first historical novel, The Last of the Wine (1956), the story of two young Athenians who study under Socrates and fight against Sparta. Both these books had male protagonists, as did all her later works that included homosexual themes. Her sympathetic treatment of love between men would win Renault a wide gay readership.
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        Oh, Mother! I was born to die soon; but Olympian Zeus the Thunderer owes me some honour for it.

        
          Achilles, in the ILIAD
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      Where does a journey begin? Philosophers and geographers, ancient and modern alike, have long debated the source of our drive to experience the unknown, to reach beyond horizons of all kinds. I have no doubt it was thanks to Mary Renault that my teenage self yearned to stretch out, to seek somewhere else. Furiously turning the pages of plastic-bound, library editions of The King Must Die and The Bull from the Sea, scoured by the English chill of Hythe beach, I set my own compass south. I did not know then that I was part of a global community of readers, from Durban to Greenland, who were similarly moved by Renault’s imagination.

      So what was it, in the early twentieth century, that first turned the course of self-contained young Eileen Mary Challans from a privet-proud suburb of East London deep into the raging, redolent world of Socratic symposiums and Bronze Age bull-jumpers? The immediate answer is another book: a neglected copy of Plato’s dialogues in her school library. Delighting in the quest for wisdom and ‘the good’ that Plato challenges us all to take, the teenage Mary was propelled to St Hugh’s College Oxford, to read English under the tutelage of J. R. R. Tolkien. On afternoons off she visited the Ashmolean Museum, where tales of heroes and anti-heroes, of gods and goddesses, leaped from their terracotta collections. Those vivid archaeological fragments would become central to the narrative detail of Renault’s books: images the Greeks had put down to better understand the physical and metaphysical world around them would be revived as a literary drama within which Renault, too, explored the business of being human.

      Theseus in particular fascinated Mary. This was a time when the deciphering of Linear B (the proto-Greek script used by Late Bronze Age Mycenaean culture) would give voice to the Aegean ‘Age of Heroes’. Thrillingly, in 1926, Mary’s second year at Oxford, the archaeologist-adventurer Sir Arthur Evans presented his work on Minoan Crete and Knossos to the British School at Athens, which brought charismatic Mediterranean research to England. Evans was Honorary Keeper of the Ashmolean and sent original artefacts from his discoveries to the museum, including fragments of a mesmeric 3,500-year-old wall painting depicting a muscular and gracefully androgynous Minoan bull-leaper – a figure Mary would seek out nearly thirty years later when she travelled to Crete.

      Young Mary experienced first hand the white heat of academic excitement when these discoveries were made, when ancient stories – the touchstone parables of the West – seemed to reveal themselves as hard history: maybe the heroes described to Edwardian children like herself were indeed real. And so, sublimely inspired by her first trip to Greece in 1954, she wrote: ‘The sight [of Evans’s excavations of the Bronze Age palace of Knossos on Crete] winded me like a blow in the belly… I feel like a goat-herd who comes in from the back hills and sees his first city.’ Mary set to, fleshing out legends, archaeological fragments and scant texts to become lives robustly lived: Theseus, a larger-than-life, glittering, demi-god superhero for the Greeks, becomes a lithe chancer, a growing boy anxious about his height; the Cretan inventor Daedalus creates not a bovine body for Queen Pasiphae to creep into so her lust can be satisfied by a pure, white bull, but an articulated replica animal where Theseus and his Athenian troop of tribute-athletes can practise their bull-leaping; the Labyrinth is no mystical maze, but the dynastic House of the Axe where the Minotaur is a fateful, illegitimate son of the queen – a man-monster named Asterion: ‘Star-Ruler’ or ‘Starry’ in Ancient Greek.

      For the Greeks and Renault alike, Theseus and his peripatetic adventures offered the chance to explore both the realities of the prehistoric Aegean and the possibilities of the human experience. In The King Must Die, the boy-king Theseus (who may or may not be the son of Poseidon) dutifully follows destiny’s path, finding those sandals and that sword beneath a rock, travelling through the Peloponnese, escaping from the archaic annual ritual of king sacrifice and surviving an attempted poisoning at the hands of his father King Aegeus’ new wife Medea, to mortal challenge in the bull pit at Knossos. Our hero then witnesses the eruption of Thera – the massive geo-physical event that we now know did indeed shatter the world around 1500 BC, shaping human history and morphing into the mythic, Atlantean tales we still share today.

      The Bull from the Sea follows a young man with much to learn – a hero who shows kindness to a stricken, blind, geriatric Oedipus, yet is himself blinded by prejudice and rage. Ensnared by a lustful plot conceived by his Cretan child-bride Phaedra, King Theseus believes his son Hippolytos (whose mother was Theseus’ beloved Amazonian captive-queen Hippolyta) to be his wife’s rapist. As the Greek mainland is savaged by another earthquake – the Stone and Bronze Ages were indeed a time of exceptionally high seismic activity – beautiful, blessed Hippolytos is mortally wounded when confronted by a gasping, half-drowned bull, dragged out to sea and then thrown back again by the earthquake’s tsunami. For Renault, it is not a mythical monster and the earth-shaking punishments of Poseidon that realise Theseus’ moira – his destiny or fate – but plain farming livestock and the unstoppable force of nature’s wrath.

      The King Must Die and The Bull from the Sea, though both vigorous, often optimistic adventures, do not flinch from casual cruelty, despair and death. Renault was right to tell us this was an age of both dark and light. Digging in Greece we find the axe-hacks, the butcher’s slices and the teeth-marks of gnawing dogs on the bones of long-dead men, women and children. Blood libation, ritual rape, torture, famine, plague and human sacrifice are all documented. In Crete, olive oil storerooms were burned with such fury during civil strife around 1400 BC (imagined by Renault but now evidenced as historical reality), the inferno has vitrified the floor, turning stone to glass. The Greeks and Renault both realised that where Eros – the primordial boy-god who mated with Chaos to create humanity – went, bringing with him desire, ambition, and the greed of civilisation, then Eris – the goddess of strife – was never far behind. A qualified nurse who tended to the casualties of the Second World War, Renault had direct experience of man’s talent for rapacious inhumanity.

      On the face of it, it is perhaps odd that Renault chose Theseus, a macho warrior with a bloody biography, as her favoured protagonist; the myth cycles of antiquity declare Theseus to be a hero who tricked, bludgeoned and raped his way through life. There are lurid, ancient descriptions of his abduction of Helen of Sparta when she was just eight years old and there was grudging respect for his sexual and political humiliation of Princess Ariadne of Crete, Persephone and Hippolyta. He was also revered for his invention of the art of wrestling to the death. Theseus loved a scrap – the Athenians vowed he had appeared in visionary form to lead them to victory against the Persians in the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC. Theseus is nothing if not a man’s man.

      Flame-haired, sexually powerful queens, Amazonian heroines, the splendid Snake Goddess and her acolytes do appear in these two novels – but they are foils for Theseus’ deeds of derring do, incidental music rather than the main theme. It is men who live in the sunlight; most women inhabit shady, musty groves – worn out with their secretive work, they are left to sleep rough on dry leaves or to peevishly sweat their days out in claustrophobic chambers. Yet the archaeological evidence of the Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean – emerging from the digs on Crete and Santorini as Renault wrote – would certainly have allowed for a celebration of real women who commanded respect: wealthy queens and high priestesses who were the keepers of treasury and temple keys and who ruled over stores of both grain and wisdom.

      Family and friends agree that Mary liked individual women but admired men. Her own fluidity of gender (in an interview, Renault said crisply, and with a secure smile: ‘I think a lot of people are intermediately sexed…’) allowed a sympathy for the way the Greeks organised things. Ordinary women were – if they were citizens at all – second class. Homoeroticism, for both sexes, was frequently institutionalised. So while Greek Love was still illegal across the continents in the twentieth century, Renault opened up to post-war readers other, deep-rooted, ways of being. The sexual shades of grey in her novels have a jewel-bright intensity, and for this I will always love her.

      Renault was not a classicist but we can taste the Greeks from her imagination. Thanks to diligent research, a delight in Greek lands and acute empathy, much is right. Her own understanding of the world was, like theirs, sensuous. The imagined cultural landscapes of these two novels is now emerging from the earth: analysis of the porous interior of clay pots from the Bronze Age tells us that the flesh-and-blood ancient heroes drank fearsome cocktails of wine, retsina and honeyed mead. In other vessels there is residue of what must have been industrial quantities of laudanum – opiates shared communally as stories were sung round the great halls. A papyrus fragment of forgotten lines of the playwright Sophocles – lost for millennia and identified only in 2007 within a biscuit tin in the back of the Sackler Gallery in Oxford – describes the frantic, whirring rush as a city prepares for battle: weapons are sharpened, cloaks woven, horse-hair crests are stiffened. Renault describes just such scenes in both her Theseus books. Reflecting the perspicacity of the Ancient Greeks – the philosopher Democritus, for example, who imagined an atom 2,500 years before it could be seen – Renault heard the Greek world two long millennia after it had fallen silent and before many of its day-to-day realities had been rediscovered.

      The King Must Die and The Bull from the Sea are not fact-bound chronicles, but respectful dances with antiquity – a broad-backed renaissance from which ancient authors such as Homer, Aeschylus, Euripides, Plato, Aristotle et al., whose words are frequently referenced, can greet a modern audience. Renault did what the Greeks themselves did, in their plays, on their pots, in philosophies and myth-cycles: she prodded away at old stories and memories to understand better how to live a life; she used the past to chart a course through the present. Socratic dialogue, the plangent, fine-brushed drama of Antiquity’s art and two expeditions to sites in Greece might have propelled Mary to Hellenism but the beginning of that journey was surely elsewhere – as a solitary eight-year-old, in the tiny, brick-built hayloft above the garage at the back of a suburban London home, devouring tales of frontier heroism; Eileen Mary Challans imagining herself a cowboy, scribbling stories while her parents, always bickering, stayed inside and behind closed doors. Renault’s lifelong partner, Julie Mullard, would later concur that Renault wanted windows and doors left open – to let the light in, to allow ideas to travel rather than to stultify; to stop the bricking up of sentiments and secrets. Some say historians are frustrated novelists and in these novels we do meet Renault the enthusiastic, amateur historian – but much more besides. Here we are presented with striving souls who engage vigorously with the world, who have to endure to learn. Man and boy, Theseus seeks self-knowledge and comes to understand how moira can both amplify and etiolate a life. Mary, perhaps, shared this.

      In 1948, a prize of $150,000 from Metro Goldwyn Mayer (cash which secured film options for Renault’s 1947 novel Return to Night) had made both diurnal light and intercontinental adventure a possibility. Tapping away on a soft-blue typewriter in her new home – a beachside house in the Cape of South Africa named ‘Delos’ after the sacred island in the belly-swirl of the Cyclades – Renault corralled strife and made it her job to transmit what Aristotle identified as the ‘certain sweetness’ in life. A dark ocean outside and that brilliant star-filled sky above must surely have helped the writer to recognise what the Greek stories told – that whether sublime or corporeal, whatever the struggles of our life, whether we are Asterions or Theseuses, Phaedras or Hippolytas – ultimately we are all star dust. 

      The Greeks themselves were happiest when on journeys – metaphysical and physical: Bronze Age Aegean engineers invented the sail; Greek adventurers and colonisers populated territory from Ischia to modern-day Istanbul: Socrates dreamed up his philosophy walking with friends from one city-state to another. This was all possible because a guiding principle of the Greek world was xenia. Almost impossible to translate, xenia means guest–host friendship – an unwritten rule of understanding that if our species is to thrive and survive we must welcome strangers and old friends, memories and new ideas, the future and the past, across our thresholds. In The Bull from the Sea we hear from Renault: ‘It is the mark of little men to like only what they know; one step beyond and they feel the black cold of chaos.’ Asked how she would like to be remembered in her last television interview in 1981, Renault paused, then said: ‘I’d like them to say I got it right… that I was on the right side, humanly speaking.’ These books assure us her wish has been granted; she is no ‘little man’. Neuroscientists now tell us that we are creatures of memory, that a distinctive characteristic of our species is our capacity not just to communicate ideas, but to imagine the consequence of communicating them. The ancient Greek muthoi, myths, does not mean fairy-tales, but rather points of information – things seen or experienced to be shared for the benefit of humankind. Renault’s work to combine stories and histories, the lessons of legends and true lives, facilitates the journey of old and new ideas across time and space. By remembering, imagining and sharing, Renault reminds us what it is to be human.

       

      Bettany Hughes, 2014 
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      The Citadel of Troizen, where the Palace stands, was built by giants before anyone remembers. But the Palace was built by my great-grandfather. At sunrise, if you look at it from Kalauria across the strait, the columns glow fire-red and the walls are golden. It shines bright against the dark woods on the mountainside.

      Our house is Hellene, sprung from the seed of Ever-Living Zeus. We worship the Sky Gods before Mother Dia and the gods of earth. And we have never mixed our blood with the blood of the Shore People, who had the land before us.

      My grandfather had about fifteen children in his household, when I was born. But his queen and her sons were dead, leaving only my mother born in wedlock. As for my father, it was said in the Palace that I had been fathered by a god. By the time I was five, I had perceived that some people doubted this. But my mother never spoke of it; and I cannot remember a time when I should have cared to ask her.

      When I was seven, the Horse Sacrifice came due, a great day in Troizen.

      It is held four-yearly, so I remembered nothing of the last one. I knew it concerned the King Horse, but thought it was some act of homage to him. To my mind, nothing could have been more fitting. I knew him well.

      He lived in the great horse field, down on the plain. From the Palace roof I had often watched him, snuffing the wind with his white mane flying, or leaping on his mares. And only last year I had seen him do battle for his kingdom. One of the House Barons, seeing from afar the duel begin, rode down to the olive slopes for a nearer sight, and took me on his crupper. I watched the great stallions rake the earth with their forefeet, arch their necks, and shout their war cries; then charge in with streaming manes and teeth laid bare. At last the loser foundered; the King Horse snorted over him, threw up his head neighing, and trotted off toward his wives. He had never been haltered, and was as wild as the sea. Not the King himself would ever throw a leg across him. He belonged to the god.

      His valor alone would have made me love him. But I had another cause as well. I thought he was my brother.

      Poseidon, as I knew, can look like a man or like a horse, whichever he chooses. In his man shape, it was said, he had begotten me. But there were songs in which he had horse sons too, swift as the north wind, and immortal. The King Horse, who was his own, must surely be one of these. It seemed clear to me, therefore, that we ought to meet. I had heard he was only five years old. ‘So,’ I thought, ‘though he is the bigger, I am the elder. It is for me to speak first.’

      Next time the Master of the Horse went down to choose colts for the chariots, I got him to take me. While he did his work, he left me with a groom; who presently drew in the dust a gambling board, and fell to play with a friend. Soon they forgot me. I climbed the palisade, and went seeking the King Horse.

      The horses of Troizen are pure-bred Hellene. We have never crossed them with the little strain of the Shore People, whom we took the land from. When I was in with them, they looked very tall. As I reached up to pat one, I heard the Horse Master shout behind me; but I closed my ears. ‘Everyone gives me orders,’ I thought. ‘It comes of having no father. I wish I were the King Horse; no one gives them to him.’ Then I saw him, standing by himself on a little knoll, watching the end of the pasture where they were choosing colts. I went nearer, thinking, as every child thinks once for the first time, ‘Here is beauty.’

      He had heard me, and turned to look. I held out my hand, as I did in the stables, and called, ‘Son of Poseidon!’ On this he came trotting up to me, just as the stable horses did. I had brought a lump of salt, and held it out to him.

      There was some commotion behind me. The groom bawled out, and looking round I saw the Horse Master beating him. My turn would be next, I thought; men were waving at me from the railings, and cursing each other. I felt safer where I was. The King Horse was so near that I could see the lashes of his dark eyes. His forelock fell between them like a white waterfall between shining stones. His teeth were as big as the ivory plates upon a war helm; but his lip, when he licked the salt out of my palm, felt softer than my mother’s breast. When the salt was finished, he brushed my cheek with his, and snuffed at my hair. Then he trotted back to his hillock, whisking his long tail. His feet, with which as I learned later he had killed a mountain lion, sounded neat on the meadow, like a dancer’s.

      Now I found myself snatched from all sides, and hustled from the pasture. It surprised me to see the Horse Master as pale as a sick man. He heaved me on his mount in silence, and hardly spoke all the way home. After so much to-do, I feared my grandfather himself would beat me. He gave me a long look as I came near; but all he said was, ‘Theseus, you went to the horse field as Peiros’ guest. It was unmannerly to give him trouble. A nursing mare might have bitten your arm off. I forbid you to go again.’

      This happened when I was six years old; and the Horse Feast fell next year.

      It was the chief of all feasts at Troizen. The Palace was a week getting ready. First my mother took the women down to the river Hyllikos, to wash the clothes. They were loaded on mules and brought down to the clearest water, the basin under the fall. Even in drought the Hyllikos never fails or muddies; but now in summer it was low. The old women rubbed light things at the water’s edge, and beat them on the stones; the girls picked up their petticoats and trod the heavy mantles and blankets in midstream. One played a pipe, which they kept time to, splashing and laughing. When the wash was drying on the sunny boulders, they stripped and bathed, taking me in with them. That was the last time I was allowed there; my mother saw that I understood the jokes.

      On the feast day I woke at dawn. My old nurse dressed me in my best: my new doeskin drawers with braided borders, my red belt rolled upon rope and clasped with crystal, and my necklace of gold beads. When she had combed my hair, I went to see my mother dressing. She was just out of her bath, and they were dropping her petticoat over her head. The seven-tiered flounces, sewn with gold drops and pendants, clinked and glittered as she shook them out. When they clipped together her gold-worked girdle and her bodice waist, she held her breath in hard and let it out laughing. Her breasts were as smooth as milk, and the tips so rosy that she never painted them, though she was still wearing them bare, not being, at that time, much above three and twenty.

      They took her hair out of the crimping-plaits (it was darker than mine, about the color of polished bronze) and began to comb it. I ran outside on the terrace, which runs all round the royal rooms, for they stand on the roof of the Great Hall. Morning was red, and the crimson-painted columns burned in it. I could hear, down in the courtyard, the House Barons assembling in their war dress. This was what I had waited for.

      They came in by twos and threes, the bearded warriors talking, the young men laughing and scuffling, shouting to friends, or feinting at each other with the butts of their spears. They had on their tall-plumed leather helmets, circled with bronze or strengthened with rolls of hide. Their broad breasts and shoulders, sleekly oiled, shone russet in the rosy light; their wide leather drawers stood stiffly out from the thigh, making their lean waists, pulled in with the thick rolled sword-belts, look slenderer still. They waited, exchanging news and chaff, and striking poses for the women, the young men lounging with the tops of their tall shields propping their left armpits, their right arms stretched out grasping their spears. Their upper lips were all fresh shaved, to make their new beards show clearer. I scanned the shield devices, birds or fish or serpents worked upon the hide, picking out friends to hail, who raised their spears in greeting. Seven or eight of them were uncles of mine. My grandfather had got them in the Palace on various women of good blood, prizes of his old wars, or gifts of compliment from neighbor kings.

      The land barons were coming in from their horses or their chariots; they too bare to the waist, for the day was warm, but wearing all their jewels; even their boot tops had golden tassels. The sound of men’s voices grew louder and deeper and filled the air above the courtyard. I squared back my shoulders, and nipped my belt in; gazed at a youth whose beard was starting, and counted years on my fingers.

      Talaos came in, the War Leader; a son of my grandfather’s youth, got upon a chief’s wife taken in battle. He had on his finest things: his prize helmet from the High King of Mycenae’s funeral games, all plated, head and cheeks, with the carved teeth of boars, and both his swords, the long one with the crystal pommel which he sometimes let me draw, the short one with a leopard hunt inlaid in gold. The men touched their spear shafts to their brows; he numbered them off with his eye, and went in to tell my grandfather they were ready. Soon he came out, and standing on the great steps before the king-column that carried the lintel, his beard jutting like a warship’s prow, shouted, ‘The god goes forth!’

      They all trooped out of the courtyard. As I craned to see, my grandfather’s body servant came and asked my mother’s maid if the Lord Theseus was ready to go with the King.

      I had supposed I should be going with my mother. So I think had she. But she sent word that I was ready whenever her father wished.

      She was Chief Priestess of Mother Dia in Troizen. In the time of the Shore People before us, that would have made her sovereign queen; and if we ourselves had been sacrificing at the Navel Stone, no one would have walked before her. But Poseidon is husband and lord of the Mother, and on his feast day the men go first. So, when I heard I was going with my grandfather, I saw myself a man already.

      I ran to the battlements, and looked out between their teeth. Now I saw what god it was the men were following. They had let loose the King Horse, and he was running free across the plain.

      The village too, it seemed, had turned out to welcome him. He went through standing corn in the common fields, and no one raised a hand to stop him. He crossed the beans and the barley, and would have gone up to the olive slopes; but some of the men were there and he turned away. While I was watching, down in the empty court a chariot rattled. It was my grandfather’s; and I remembered I was to ride in it. By myself on the terrace I danced for joy.

      They fetched me down. Eurytos the charioteer was up already, standing still as an image in his short white tunic and leather greaves, his long hair bound in a club; only his arm muscles moved, from holding in the horses. He lifted me in, to await my grandfather. I was eager to see him in his war things, for in those days he was tall. Last time I was in Troizen, when he was turned eighty, he had grown light and dry as an old grasshopper, piping by the hearth. I could have lifted him in my hands. He died a month after my son, having I suppose nothing to hold him longer. But he was a big man then.

      He came out, after all, in his priestly robe and fillet, with a scepter instead of a spear. He heaved himself in by the chariot rail, set his feet in the bracers, and gave the word to go. As we clattered down the cobbled road, you could not have taken him for anything but a warrior, fillet or no. He rode with the broad rolling war straddle a man learns driving cross-country with weapons in his hands. Whenever I rode with him, I had to stand on his left; it would have set his teeth on edge to have anything in front of his spear arm. Always I seemed to feel thrown over me the shelter of his absent shield.

      Seeing the road deserted, I was surprised, and asked him where the people were. ‘At Sphairia,’ he said, grasping my shoulder to steady me over a pothole. ‘I am taking you to see the rite, because soon you will be waiting on the god there, as one of his servants.’

      This news startled me. I wondered what service a horse god wanted, and pictured myself combing his forelock, or putting ambrosia before him in golden bowls. But he was also Poseidon Bluehair, who raises storms; and the great black Earth Bull whom, as I had heard, the Cretans fed with youths and girls. After some time I asked my grandfather, ‘How long shall I stay?’

      He looked at my face and laughed, and ruffled my hair with his big hand. ‘A month at a time,’ he said. ‘You will only serve the shrine, and the holy spring. It is time you did your duties to Poseidon, who is your birth-god. So today I shall dedicate you, after the sacrifice. Behave respectfully, and stand still till you are told; remember, you are with me.’

      We had reached the shore of the strait, where the ford was. I had looked forward to splashing through it in the chariot; but a boat was waiting, to save our best clothes. On the other side we mounted again, and skirted for a while the Kalaurian shore, looking across at Troizen. Then we turned inward, through pines. The horses’ feet drummed on a wooden bridge and stopped. We had come to the little holy island at the big one’s toe; and kings must walk in the presence of the gods.

      The people were waiting. Their clothes and garlands, the warriors’ plumes, looked bright in the clearing beyond the trees. My grandfather took my hand and led me up the rocky path. On either side a row of youths was standing, the tallest lads of Troizen and Kalauria, their long hair tied up to crest their heads like manes. They were singing, stamping the beat with their right feet all together, a hymn to Poseidon Hippios. It said how the Horse Father is like the fruitful earth; like the seaway whose broad back bears the ships safe home; his plumed head and bright eye are like daybreak over the mountains, his back and loins like the ripple in the barley field; his mane is like the surf when it blows streaming off the wave crests; and when he stamps the ground, men and cities tremble, and kings’ houses fall.

      I knew this was true, for the roof of the sanctuary had been rebuilt in my own lifetime; Poseidon had overthrown its wooden columns, and several houses, and made a crack in the Palace walls. I had not felt myself that morning; they had asked me if I was sick, at which I only cried. But after the shock I was better. I had been four years old then, and had almost forgotten.

      Our part of the world had always been sacred to Earth-Shaker; the youths had many of his deeds to sing about. Even the ford, their hymn said, was of his making; he had stamped in the strait, and the sea had sunk to a trickle, then risen to flood the plain. Up till that time, ships had passed through it; there was a prophecy that one day he would strike it with his fish-spear, and it would sink again.

      As we walked between the boys, my grandfather ran his eye along them, for likely warriors. But I had seen ahead, in the midst of the sacred clearing, the King Horse himself, browsing quietly from a tripod.

      He had been hand-broken this last year, not for work but for this occasion, and today he had had the drugged feed at dawn. But without knowing this, I was not surprised he should put up with the people round him; I had been taught it was the mark of a king to receive homage with grace.

      The shrine was garlanded with pine boughs. The summer air bore scents of resin and flowers and incense, of sweat from the horse and the young men’s bodies, of salt from the sea. The priests came forward, crowned with pine, to salute my grandfather as chief priest of the god. Old Kannadis, whose beard was as white as the King Horse’s forelock, laid his hand on my head nodding and smiling. My grandfather beckoned to Diokles, my favorite uncle; a big young man eighteen years old, with the skin of a leopard, which he had killed himself, hanging on his shoulder. ‘Look after the boy,’ said my grandfather, ‘till we are ready for him.’

      Diokles said, ‘Yes, sir,’ and led me to the steps before the shrine, away from where he had been standing with his friends. He had on his gold snake arm-ring with crystal eyes, and his hair was bound with a purple ribbon. My grandfather had won his mother at Pylos, second prize in the chariot race, and had always valued her highly; she was the best embroidress in the Palace. He was a bold gay youth, who used to let me ride on his wolfhound. But today he looked at me solemnly, and I feared I was a burden to him.

      Old Kannadis brought my grandfather a pine wreath bound with wool, which should have been ready, but had been found after some delay. There is always some small hitch at Troizen; we do not do these things with the smoothness of Athens. The King Horse munched from the tripod, and flicked off flies with his tail.

      There were two more tripods; one bowl held water, the other water and wine. In the first my grandfather washed his hands, and a young server dried them. The King Horse lifted his head from the feed, and it seemed they looked at one another. My grandfather set his hand on the white muzzle, and stroked down hard; the head dipped, and rose with a gentle toss. Diokles leaned down to me and said, ‘Look, he consents.’

      I looked up at him. This year his beard showed clearly against the light. He said, ‘It means a good omen. A lucky year.’ I nodded, thinking the purpose of the rite accomplished; now we would go home. But my grandfather sprinkled meal on the horse’s back from a golden dish; then took up a little knife bright with grinding, and cut a lock from his mane. He gave a small piece to Talaos, who was standing near, and some to the first of the barons. Then he turned my way, and beckoned. Diokles’ hand on my shoulder pushed me forward. ‘Go up,’ he whispered. ‘Go and take it.’

      I stepped out, hearing men whisper, and women coo like mating pigeons. I knew already that the son of the Queen’s own daughter ranked before the sons of the Palace women; but I had never had it noticed publicly. I thought I was being honored like this because the King Horse was my brother.

      Five or six strong white hairs were put in my hand. I had meant to thank my grandfather; but now I felt come out of him the presence of the King, solemn as a sacred oak wood. So, like the others, I touched the lock to my brow in silence. Then I went back, and Diokles said, ‘Well done.’

      My grandfather raised his hands and invoked the god. He hailed him as Earth-Shaker, Wave-Gatherer, brother of King Zeus and husband of the Mother; Shepherd of Ships, Horse-Lover. I heard a whinny from beyond the pine woods, where the chariot teams were tethered, ready to race in honor of the god. The King Horse raised his noble head, and softly answered.

      The prayer was long, and my mind wandered, till I heard by the note that the end was coming. ‘Be it so, Lord Poseidon, according to our prayer; and do you accept the offering.’ He held out his hand, and someone put in it a great cleaver with a bright-ground edge. There were tall men standing with ropes of oxhide in their hands. My grandfather felt the cleaver’s edge and, as in his chariot, braced his feet apart.

      It was a good clean killing. I myself, with all Athens watching, am content to do no worse. Yet, even now, I still remember. How he reared up like a tower, feeling his death, dragging the men like children; the scarlet cleft in the white throat, the rank hot smell; the ruin of beauty, the fall of strength, the ebb of valor; and the grief, the burning pity as he sank upon his knees and laid his bright head in the dust. That blood seemed to tear the soul out of my breast, as if my own heart had shed it.

      As the newborn babe, who has been rocked day and night in his soft cave knowing no other, is thrust forth where the harsh air pierces him and the fierce light stabs his eyes, so it was with me. But between me and my mother, where she stood among the women, was the felled carcass twitching in blood, and my grandfather with the crimson cleaver. I looked up; but Diokles was watching the death-throe, leaning easily on his spear. I met only the empty eye-slits of the leopardskin, and the arm-snake’s jewelled stare.

      My grandfather dipped a cup into the offering bowl, and poured the wine upon the ground. I seemed to see blood stream from his hand. The smell of dressed hide from Diokles’ shield, and the man’s smell of his body, came to me mixed with the smell of death. My grandfather gave the server the cup, and beckoned. Diokles shifted his spear to his shield arm, and took my hand. ‘Come,’ he said. ‘Father wants you. You have to be dedicated now.’

      I thought, ‘So was the King Horse.’ The bright day rippled before my eyes, which tears of grief and terror blinded. Diokles swung round his shield on its shoulder sling to cover me like a house of hide, and wiped his hard young hand across my eyelids. ‘Behave,’ he said. ‘The people are watching. Come, where’s the warrior? It’s only blood.’

      He took the shield away; and I saw the people staring.

      At the sight of all their eyes, memories came back to me. ‘Gods’ sons fear nothing,’ I thought. ‘Now they will know, one way or the other.’ And though within me was all dark and crying, yet my foot stepped forward.

      Then it was that I heard a sea-sound in my ears; a pulse and a surging, going with me, bearing me on. I heard it then for the first time.

      I moved with the wave, as if it broke down a wall before me; and Diokles led me forward. At least, I know that I was led; by him, or one who took his shape as the Immortals may. And I know that having been alone, I was alone no longer.

      My grandfather dipped his finger in the blood of the sacrifice, and made the sign of the trident on my brow. Then he and old Kannadis took me under the cool thatch that roofed the holy spring, and dropped in a votive for me, a bronze bull with gilded horns. When we came out, the priests had cut off the god’s portion from the carcass, and the smell of burned fat filled the air. But it was not till I got home, and my mother asked, ‘What is it?’ that at last I wept.

      Between her breasts, entangled in her shining hair, I wept as if to purge away my soul in water. She put me to bed, and sang to me, and said when I was quiet, ‘Don’t grieve for the King Horse; he has gone to the Earth Mother, who made us all. She has a thousand thousand children, and knows each one of them. He was too good for anyone here to ride; but she will find him some great hero, a child of the sun or the north wind, to be his friend and master; they will gallop all day, and never be tired. Tomorrow you shall take her a present for him, and I will tell her it comes from you.’

      Next day we went down together to the Navel Stone. It had fallen from heaven long ago, before anyone remembers. The walls of its sunken court were mossy, and the Palace noises fell quiet around. The sacred House Snake had his hole between the stones; but he only showed himself to my mother, when she brought him his milk. She laid my honey-cake on the altar, and told the Goddess whom it was for. As we went, I looked back and saw it lying on the cold stone, and remembered the horse’s living breath upon my hand, his soft lip warm and moving.

      I was sitting among the house dogs, at the doorway end of the Great Hall, when my grandfather passed through, and spoke to me in greeting.

      I got up, and answered; for one did not forget he was the King. But I stood looking down, and stroking my toe along a crack in the flagstones. Because of the dogs, I had not heard him coming, or I would have been gone. ‘If he could do this,’ I had been thinking, ‘how can one trust the gods?’

      He spoke again, but I only said ‘Yes’, and would not look at him. I could feel him high above me, standing in thought. Presently he said, ‘Come with me.’

      I followed him up the corner stairs to his own room above. He had been born there, and got my mother and his sons, and it was the room he died in. Then I had been there seldom; in his old age he lived all day in it, for it faced south, and the chimney of the Great Hall went through to warm it. The royal bed at the far end was seven feet long by six feet wide, made of polished cypress, inlaid and carved. The blue wool cover with its border of flying cranes had taken my grandmother half a year on the great loom. There was a bronze-bound chest by it, for his clothes; and for his jewels an ivory coffer on a painted stand. His arms hung on the wall: shield, bow, longsword and dagger, his hunting knife, and his tall-plumed helmet of quilted hide, lined with crimson leather the worse for wear. There was not much else, except the skins on the floor and a chair. He sat, and motioned me to the footstool.

      Muffled up the stairway came the noises of the Hall: women scrubbing the long trestles with sand, and scolding men out of their way; a scuffle and a laugh. My grandfather’s head cocked, like an old dog’s at a footstep. Then he rested his hands on the chair-arms carved with lions, and said, ‘Well, Theseus? Why are you angry?’

      I looked up as far as his hand. His fingers curved into a lion’s open mouth; on his forefinger was the royal ring of Troizen, with the Mother being worshipped on a pillar. I pulled at the bearskin on the floor, and was silent.

      ‘When you are a king,’ he said, ‘you will do better than we do here. Only the ugly and the base shall die; what is brave and beautiful shall live for ever. That is how you will rule your kingdom?’

      To see if he was mocking me, I looked at his face. Then it was as if I had only dreamed the priest with the cleaver. He reached out and drew me in against his knees, and dug his fingers in my hair as he did with his dogs when they came up to be noticed.

      ‘You knew the King Horse; he was your friend. So you know if it was his own choice to be King, or not.’ I sat silent, remembering the great horse-fight and the war calls. ‘You know he lived like a king, with first pick of the feed, and any mare he wanted; and no one asked him to work for it.’

      I opened my mouth, and said, ‘He had to fight for it.’

      ‘Yes, that is true. Later, when he was past his best, a younger stallion would have come, and won the fight, and taken his kingdom. He would have died hard, or been driven from his people and his wives to grow old without honor. You saw that he was proud.’

      I asked, ‘Was he so old?’

      ‘No.’ His big wrinkled hand lay quietly on the lion mask. ‘No older for a horse than Talaos for a man. He died for another cause. But if I tell you why, then you must listen, even if you do not understand. When you are older, if I am here, I will tell it you again; if not you will have heard it once, and some of it you will remember.’

      While he spoke, a bee flew in and buzzed among the painted rafters. To this day, that sound will bring it back to me.

      ‘When I was a boy,’ he said, ‘I knew an old man, as you know me. But he was older; the father of my grandfather. His strength was gone, and he sat in the sun or by the hearthside. He told me this tale, which I shall tell you now, and you, perhaps, will tell one day to your son.’ I remember I looked up then, to see if he was smiling.

      ‘Long ago, so he said, our people lived in the northland, beyond Olympos. He said, and he was angry when I doubted it, that they never saw the sea. Instead of water they had a sea of grass, which stretched as far as the swallow flies, from the rising to the setting sun. They lived by the increase of their herds, and built no cities; when the grass was eaten, they moved where there was more. They did not grieve for the sea, as we should, or for the good things earth brings forth with tilling; they had never known them; and they had few skills, because they were wandering men. But they saw a wide sky, which draws men’s minds to the gods; and they gave their first fruits to Ever-Living Zeus, who sends the rain.

      ‘When they journeyed, the barons in their chariots rode round about, guarding the flocks and the women. They bore the burden of danger, then as now; it is the price men pay for honor. And to this very day, though we live in the Isle of Pelops and build walls, planting olives and barley, still for the theft of cattle there is always blood. But the horse is more. With horses we took these lands from the Shore People who were here before us. The horse will be the victor’s sign, as long as our blood remembers.

      ‘The folk came south by little and little, leaving their first lands. Perhaps Zeus sent no rain, or the people grew too many, or they were pressed by enemies. But my great-grandfather said to me that they came by the will of All-Knowing Zeus, because this was the place of their moira.’

      He paused in thought. I said to him, ‘What is that?’

      ‘Moira?’ he said. ‘The finished shape of our fate, the line drawn round it. It is the task the gods allot us, and the share of glory they allow; the limits we must not pass; and our appointed end. Moira is all these.’

      I thought about this, but it was too big for me. I asked, ‘Who told them where to come?’

      ‘The Lord Poseidon, who rules everything that stretches under the sky, the land and the sea. He told the King Horse; and the King Horse led them.’

      I sat up; this I could understand.

      ‘When they needed new pastures, they let him loose; and he, taking care of his people as the god advised him, would smell the air seeking food and water. Here in Troizen, when he goes out for the god, they guide him round the fields and over the ford. We do it in memory. But in those days he ran free. The barons followed him, to give battle if his passage was disputed; but only the god told him where to go.

      ‘And so, before he was loosed, he was always dedicated. The god only inspires his own. Can you understand this, Theseus? You know that when Diokles hunts, Argo will drive the game to him; but he would not do it for you, and by himself he would only hunt small game. But because he is Diokles’ dog, he knows his mind.

      ‘The King Horse showed the way; the barons cleared it; and the King led the people. When the work of the King Horse was done, he was given to the god, as you saw yesterday. And in those days, said my great-grandfather, as with the King Horse, so with the King.’

      I looked up in wonder; and yet, not in astonishment. Something within me did not find it strange. He nodded at me, and ran down his fingers through my hair, so that my neck shivered.

      ‘Horses go blindly to the sacrifice; but the gods give knowledge to men. When the King was dedicated, he knew his moira. In three years, or seven, or nine, or whenever the custom was, his term would end and the god would call him. And he went consenting, or else he was no king, and power would not fall on him to lead the people. When they came to choose among the Royal Kin, this was his sign: that he chose short life with glory, and to walk with the god, rather than live long, unknown like the stall-fed ox. And the custom changes, Theseus, but this token never. Remember, even if you do not understand.’

      I wanted to say I understood him. But I was silent, as in the sacred oak wood.

      ‘Later the custom altered. Perhaps they had a King they could not spare, when war or plague had thinned the Kindred. Or perhaps Apollo showed them a hidden thing. But they ceased to offer the King at a set time. They kept him for the extreme sacrifice, to appease the gods in their great angers, when they had sent no rain, or the cattle died, or in a hard war. And it was no one’s place to say to him, “It is time to make the offering.” He was the nearest to the god, because he consented to his moira; and he himself received the god’s commandment.’

      He paused; and I said, ‘How?’

      ‘In different ways. By an oracle, or an omen, or some prophecy being fulfilled; or, if the god came close to him, by some sign between them, something seen, or a sound. And so it is still, Theseus. We know our time.’

      I neither spoke nor wept, but laid my head against his knee. He saw that I understood him.

      ‘Listen, and do not forget, and I will show you a mystery. It is not the sacrifice, whether it comes in youth or age, or the god remits it; it is not the bloodletting that calls down power. It is the consenting, Theseus. The readiness is all. It washes heart and mind from things of no account, and leaves them open to the god. But one washing does not last a lifetime; we must renew it, or the dust returns to cover us. And so with this. Twenty years I have ruled in Troizen, and four times sent the King Horse to Poseidon. When I lay my hand on his head to make him nod, it is not only to bless the people with the omen. I greet him as my brother before the god, and renew my moira.’

      He ceased. Looking up, I saw him staring out between the red pillars of the window, at the dark-blue line of the sea. We sat some while, he playing with my hair as a man will scratch his dog to quiet it, lest its importunities disturb his thoughts. But I had no word to say to him. The seed is still, when first it falls into the furrow.

      At last he sat up with a start, and looked at me. ‘Well, well, child, the omens said I should reign long. But sometimes they talk double; and too early’s better than too late. All this is heavy for you. But the man in you challenged it, and the man will bear it.’ He got up rather stiffly from his chair, and stretched, and strode to the doorway; his shout echoed down the twisted stair. Presently Diokles running up from below said, ‘Here I am, sir.’

      ‘Look at this great lad here,’ my grandfather said, ‘growing out of his clothes, and nothing to do but sit with the house dogs, scratching. Take him away, and teach him to ride.’
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      Next year, I began my service to Poseidon. For three years I went to Sphairia one month out of four, living with Kannadis and his fat old wife in their little house at the edge of the grove. My mother used to complain that I came back spoiled past bearing.

      It was true I came home rough and noisy. But I was only breaking out after the quiet. When you serve a holy place, you can never forget, even in sleep, that the god is there. You cannot keep from listening. Even on a bright morning, with birds in song, there are hushing whispers. Except at the festival, no one cares to be too loud in a precinct of Poseidon. It is like whistling at sea. You might start more than you bargained for.

      I remember many days like one: the hush of noonday; the shadow of the thatch falling straight and sharp; no sound but a cicada out in the hot grass, the restless pine-tops, and a far-off sea-hum like the echo in a shell. I swept the floor round the sacred spring, and scattered clean sand; then took the offerings laid on the rock beside it, and put them in a dish for the priests and servers to eat. I wheeled out the great bronze tripod, and filled its bowl from the spring, dipping the water out in a jug shaped like a horse’s head. When I had washed the sacred vessels, and dried them in clean linen, and set them out for the evening offerings, I poured off the water into an earthen jar that stood under the eaves. It is healing, especially for tainted wounds, and people come a long way to get it.

      There was a wooden image of Poseidon on the rock, blue-bearded, holding a fish-spear and a horse’s head. But I soon came not to notice it. Like the old Shore Folk who worshipped the Sea Mother under the open sky there, killing their victims on the bare rock, I knew where the deity lived. I used to listen in the deep noon shadow, quiet as the lizards on the pine trunks; sometimes there would be nothing but a wood-dove’s coo; but on another day, when the hush was deepest, there would sound far down in the spring a great throat swallowing, or a great mouth smacking its lips together; or sometimes only a long thick breath.

      The first time I heard, I dropped the cup back in the bowl, and ran out between the painted columns into the hot sun, and stood panting. Then came old Kannadis, and put his hand on my shoulder. ‘What is it, child? Did you hear the spring?’ I nodded. He ruffled my hair and smiled. ‘What’s this? You don’t fear your grandfather, when he stirs in his sleep? Why fear Father Poseidon, who is nearer yet?’ Soon I grew to know the sounds, and listened with my courage on tiptoe, in the way of boys; till the days of silence came to seem flat. And when a year had passed, bringing me trouble I could tell no one, I used to lean over the hollow rock and whisper it to the god; if he answered I would be comforted.

      That year, another boy came to the sanctuary. I came and went, but he was there to stay; he had been offered as a slave to the god, to serve the precinct all his days. His father, being wronged by some enemy, had promised him before his birth in exchange for this man’s life. He got home dragging the body at his chariot tail, on the day Simo was born. I was there when he was dedicated, with a lock of the dead man’s hair bound round his wrist

      Next day I took him round the sanctuary to show him what to do. He was so much bigger than I, I wondered they had not sent him sooner. He did not like learning from a smaller boy, and made light of all I told him; he was not a Troizenian, but came from up the coast near Epidauros. As I saw more of him I liked him less. By his own story, there was nothing he could not do. He was thick and red, and if he caught a bird would pluck it alive and make it run about bare. I said he should let them be, or Apollo would be after him with an arrow, because birds bring his omens. But he said sneering that I was too squeamish to make a warrior. I hated even his smell.

      One day in the grove, he said, ‘Who is your father, towhead?’

      With a bold front and sinking belly, I answered, ‘Poseidon. That’s why I am here.’ He laughed, and made a rude sign with his fingers. ‘Who told you that? Your mother?’

      It was like a black wave breaking over me. No one had ever said it openly. I was a spoiled child still; nothing much worse had come my way than justice from those who loved me. He said, ‘Son of Poseidon, a little runt like you! Don’t you know the gods’ sons are a head taller than other men?’

      I was shaking all over, being too young to hide my heart. I had felt safe from this, in the sacred precinct. ‘So shall I be tall, as tall as Herakles, when I’m a man. Everyone has to grow, and I shan’t be nine till spring.’

      He gave me a push that tumbled me over backwards. After a year in the holy place, I gasped at the impiety. He thought it was him I was afraid of. ‘Eight and a half!’ he said, pointing his blunt finger. ‘Here I am not turned eight, and big enough to push you down. Run away home, little bastard! Ask Mother for a better tale.’

      There was a bursting in my head. What I next remember is hearing him yell in my ear. My legs were knotted round him, and I had both fists full of his hair, trying to crack his head upon the ground. When he put up an arm to beat me away, I sank my teeth in it and held fast. The priests got me off him by prizing my jaws with a stick.

      When we had been scrubbed and beaten, we were brought to beg the god’s pardon, burning our suppers before him to purge our impiety. At the moment of the sacrifice, the throat of the spring gave a great belch and gurgle. Simo jumped a foot in the air; he had more respect for the god’s presence thereafter.

      Kannadis cured his arm, when it festered, with the holy salt water. My wound was inward, and slow to heal.

      I was the youngest of the Palace children; I had never thought to measure myself with any others. Next time I went home, I began to look about, and to ask people’s ages. I found seven boys born in my year and season. Only one of them was smaller than I. There were even girls who were taller. I began to be silent, and to brood.

      All these six boys, as I saw it, were threats to my honor. If I could not outgrow them, I must prove myself some other way. So I would challenge them to dive between steep rocks, to poke wild bees’ nests and run, to ride the kicking mule or steal eggs from eagles. If they said no, I would make them fight. These contests I won, having more at stake than the others, though I never said so. Thereafter we could be friends, for me. But their fathers complained of me, that I led them into danger; and I was never two days running out of a scrape.

      One day I saw old Kannadis walking home from Troizen, and overtook him near the ford. He shook his head and said he heard sad tales of me; but I could see he was pleased I had run after him. Taking heart from this, I said, ‘Kannadis, how tall are the sons of the gods?’

      He peered at me sharply with old blue eyes, then patted my shoulder. ‘Who can say? That would be making laws for our betters. The gods themselves can be what size they choose; Paian Apollo once passed as a shepherd lad. And King Zeus himself, who got mighty Herakles, another time went courting as a swan. His wife had swan-children, curled up in eggs, as little as that.’

      ‘Then,’ I said, ‘how do men know if they are god-begotten?’

      He brought down his white brows. ‘No man can know. Still less may he claim it. Certainly the gods would punish his pride. He could only seek for honor as if it might be true, and wait upon the god. Men are not asked to know such things; heaven sends a sign.’

      ‘What sign?’ I asked. But he shook his head. ‘The gods will be known, when they are ready.’

      I thought much about this matter of honor. Talaos’ son, climbing out on a limb which bore my weight but not his, got a broken arm, and I a beating. The god sent no sign; so it seemed he was not satisfied.

      Behind the stables was the pen of the Palace bull. He was red as a pot, with short straight horns and a look of Simo. We boys liked teasing him through the palings, though the bailiff would clip us if he caught us at it. One day we had been watching him serve a cow and the show was over, when it came into my head to jump down in the bull pen and dodge across.

      He was quiet after his pleasure, and I got away easily; but it made a stir among the boys, which was enough to send me back next day. The life I had been living had made me hard and wiry and quick-footed; and when other boys out of emulation joined the game, I was still the master. I chose my band from those who were slight and spry; we would play the bull two or three together, the envy of the rest, while someone watched out for the bailiff.

      The bull too was learning. Soon before we were on the fence he would be pawing the ground. My troop grew shy, till at last the only boy who would go in with me was Dexios, the Horse Master’s son, who feared nothing four-footed. Even we two liked to have the others drawing off the bull’s eye before we jumped. One day, waiting his moment, young Dexios slipped, and fell in while the beast was watching.

      He was a boy younger than I, who followed my lead and liked me. I saw what must happen, and all through my fault. Being at my wits’ end what else to do, I leaped down on the bull’s head.

      What happened I don’t well remember, or how it felt, or if I expected to die. By luck I grasped him by the horns; and, being as new to this as I was, he rid himself of me carelessly. I flew up, struck my belly on the top of the fence and hung, felt the boys grab me, and was down on the other side. Meanwhile Dexios had climbed out, and the noise had brought the bailiff.

      My grandfather had promised me the thrashing of my life. But seeing, when he had me stripped, that I was black and blue as if I had had it already, he felt me over, and found two broken ribs. My mother cried, and asked what had possessed me. But she was not the one I could tell that to.

      By the time my bones were mended, it was time for the shrine again. Simo had now learned some manners; but he remembered his bitten arm. Now he never used my name, but always ‘son of Poseidon’. He said it too smoothly, and we both knew what he meant.

      When it was my turn to cleanse the sanctuary, I used to kneel afterwards by the spring, and whisper the god’s name; and if any murmur answered, I would say softly, ‘Father, send me a sign.’

      One day of midsummer, when I was ten years old, the noon stillness seemed heavier than I had ever known it. The grass of the grove was pale with drought; the mat of pine needles muffled every sound. No bird was singing; even the cicadas were dumb; the pine-tops stood unmoving against the deep blue sky, as stiff as bronze. When I wheeled in the tripod, its rattling seemed like thunder, and made me uneasy, I could not tell why. I trod soft-footed, and kept the vessels from chinking. And all the while I was thinking, ‘I have felt this before.’

      I was glad to have done, and did not go to the spring, but straight outside, where I stood with my skin prickling. Kannadis’ fat wife greeted me as she shook her blankets, and I was feeling better; when up came Simo and said to me, ‘Well, son of Poseidon? Have you been talking to Father?’

      So he had spied on me. Yet even this did not move me as at another time. What rubbed me raw was that he had not lowered his voice, though all the world seemed to be saying ‘Hush’. It rasped me as if all my hair were being combed backwards; I said, ‘Be quiet.’

      He kicked a stone, which set my teeth on edge. ‘I looked through the shutter,’ he said, ‘and saw the old woman naked. There’s a wart on her belly.’

      I could not endure his voice sawing at the stillness. The offended silence seemed to brood around us. ‘Go away!’ I said. ‘Can’t you feel Poseidon is angry?’

      He stared at me; then gave a jeering whinny. As it left his mouth, the air above us was loud with whirring wings. All the birds in the grove had left their trees, and hung above uttering their warning calls. At the sound I tingled all over, body, limbs, and head. I did not know what oppressed me so; but Simo’s laughter was past bearing. I shouted, ‘Get out!’ and stamped my foot.

      My foot struck the earth; and the earth moved.

      I felt a rumbling, and a sideways ripple, such as some huge horse’s flank might give to shake off flies. There was a great noise of cracking timber, and the roof of the shrine came leaning down toward us. Men shouted, women shrieked, dogs barked and howled; the old cracked voice of Kannadis called on the god; and suddenly there was cold water all about my feet. It was pouring out from the sanctuary, from the rocks of the holy spring.

      I stood half dazed. In all the din, I felt my head clear and lighten, like the air after thunder. ‘It was this,’ I thought. ‘I felt it coming.’ Then I remembered how I had felt strange, and cried, when I was four years old.

      Everywhere in the precinct and beyond, people invoked Poseidon Earth-Shaker, and vowed him offerings if he would be still. Then close at hand I heard a voice weeping and bawling. Simo was walking backwards, his clenched fist pressed in homage to his brow, and crying, ‘I believe! I believe! Don’t let him kill me!’

      As he blubbered, he backed into a slab of rock, and went down flat, and started to roar, so that the priests came running, thinking he was hurt. He went on babbling and pointing at me, while I stood too shaken to be glad, swallowing tears and wishing for my mother. The water was turning to mud about my toes. I stood in it, hearing the cries of the wheeling birds and Simo’s sobbing, till old Kannadis came up and made the sign of homage. Then he stroked the hair from my forehead, and led me off by the hand.

      No one was killed in the earthquake; and of the houses cracked or broken, none fell right down. My grandfather sent the Palace workmen with two new columns for the shrine; they mended the conduit of the holy spring, and the water returned to its course again. He came out himself to see the work, and called me to him.

      ‘I hear,’ he said, ‘that the god sent you a warning.’

      I had been long alone with my thought, till I hardly knew the truth any longer; but this came as true to me. He knew such things, because he was priest as well as king. My mind rested.

      ‘Henceforth,’ he said, ‘you will know it again. If it comes to you, run out of doors, and call to the people that Poseidon is angry. Then they can save themselves, before the houses fall. Such warnings are a favor of the god. Try to be worthy.’

      I said I would. I would have promised anything to the kind Horse Father, who had answered my long prayers with a sign.

      Next day in the grove Simo sidled up to me, and thrust something warm into my hands. ‘For you,’ he said, and ran away. It was a ring-dove. He had kept it to pluck, I suppose, and changed his mind. It trembled between my palms, while I chewed on the thought that Simo had done me sacrifice, as if I were divine.

      I looked at its bright jewelled eye, its feet like dusky coral; the bloom of the back feathers, and the magic changing rainbow around its neck. A saying of my mother’s came into my mind, that we offer to the gods from their own creation; I remembered the birds and bulls I used to pinch from wet clay, and looked at the workmanship in my hand. It was Simo, after all, who taught me how far man is, even at his height of fortune, below the Immortals.

      I wondered if I should sacrifice it to Poseidon. But he does not much care for birds, and I thought I would give it back to Apollo. So I held up my hands and opened them, and let it fly.
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      After the god’s sign, I no longer doubted I should grow tall. Season after season I waited, trusting. I had seen other boys shoot up all in a year or two, even without a god to help them. Seven feet, I thought, had been good enough for Herakles and would do for me; but I would settle for six, if Earth-Shaker required.

      I turned eleven, and finished my service to Poseidon, and loosed a half-grown boar, whose tusks were showing, in the Great Hall when the King of Tiryns was dining there. Being younger than he had looked to me, he joined whooping in the chase, and said he had never spent an evening better; but my grandfather whipped me all the same, saying it might as easily have been the High King of Mycenae.

      I turned twelve, and played in the thicket with a land baron’s daughter, who was thirteen. This came to nothing; she scolded me off, saying I hurt her. I argued that from all I heard, it was only to her credit; but she said she was sure I must be doing it wrong.

      None the less, I was coming into manhood. In that way, I was better grown than boys much older. But I was still the smallest of my year but one; and when Simo brought a message from the shrine, I saw he was a whole hand taller.

      My uncle Diokles could comb his beard to a point now, and would soon be married. He laughed at my scrapes when I was in disgrace with everyone else, taught me the skills of war and hunting, and tried to make me spend my spirits usefully. But one day when I was thirteen, finding me out of heart beside the wrestling ground, he said to me, ‘See, now, Theseus, no one can do everything. Some things need a fight man, others a heavy one. Why can’t you take yourself as you are? You are doing well enough. You’re the best jumper about here, long or high; you nearly always win the foot race; as for riding, you can stay on anything; you are better than Dexios, who is better than all the rest. And you have a very straight eye, both for the bow and javelin; I know Maleus throws further, but how often does he hit? You will make a warrior, if you go on as you are; you’re not frightened, you are quick, and you’ve a grip like a grown man’s. If you are sensible, and get to know yourself, you’ll seldom come away from the games without two or three prizes. That should be enough for anyone. It’s time you stopped fretting your heart out, and wasting time, over contests where only weight will do. You will never make a wrestler, Theseus. Face it once for all.’

      I had never seen him so serious; and I knew he was really fond of me. So I only said, ‘Yes, Diokles. I suppose you are right.’ I was too old now to cry. I thought, ‘He has even forgotten why I should be big. It is not that he wants to hurt me, like Simo; not at all. Simply he never thinks of such a thing. It never enters his head.’

      Poseidon’s sign was four years behind me. In youth, four years is long. And even the people thought less about it, now they saw I had not the stature of god-got men.

      I was fourteen; the Corn Moon shone, and it was harvest home. My mother received the Goddess’s offerings, or read her the pledges written on leaves of clay. At evening she went down to the Navel Court, and following as far as the cloister walk, I heard her soft voice, telling the House Snake all about the harvest; for, as she said, if we kept anything from him we should have no luck next year. I lingered in the shadow thinking how she must once have told him who my father was. Perhaps she was talking of me now. But it is death for men to spy on women’s mysteries. Lest I should hear a word of what she was saying, I slipped away.

      Next day was the Corn Feast. In the morning she offered to the Mother at the sacred pillar, standing before it straight as the shaft, and graceful as the rising smoke. No one would have thought her sacred dress was so heavy, the flounces clashing with ivory lozenges and disks of gold. ‘Why does she not tell me?’ I thought. ‘Does she need to be told I suffer?’ And anger burned me like a red-hot rod, striking on my heart where it was tender with love.

      Later we had the Games. I watched the wrestling, the big men grasping each other round the middle, straining and heaving to lift each other off the ground. Nowadays you will have to go far in the back hills to see Old Hellene style; but in those days, there was no other in the Isle of Pelops, and as much skill in it as in a tug of war.

      In the boys’ events I won the jumping, and the foot race, and the javelin-throwing, just as Diokles had said. When the prizes were given on the threshing floor, I got a bag of arrowheads, a pair of javelins, and a belt sewn with scarlet. As I came away with them, I heard a voice say in the crowd, ‘He is blue-eyed and flaxen like a Hellene; but he is built like the Shore People, wiry and quick and small.’ And someone answered softly, ‘Well, who can say?’

      I went outside. The Corn Moon shone great and golden. I laid my prizes on the ground, and walked down to the sea.

      The night was calm. Moonlight lay on the strait, and a night bird called, soft and bubbling, like water from a narrow jar. From uphill I heard the singing, and hands clapping to the dance.

      I walked straight into the water as I was, in my belt and drawers. I wanted to be far from men and their voices. As I struck out with the current to the open sea, I said within me, ‘If I am the god’s he will look after me. If not I shall drown, and I do not care.’

      Beyond the narrows and the headland, the strait opened to the sea. Then over on Kalauria I heard music and saw torches weaving; and boylike I wanted to go and see. I turned, and struck for the island shore; but the lights grew smaller whenever I looked. I saw I might truly die; and I wanted life.

      The current had borne me easily; but when I fought it, it was cruel and strong. I began to be tired, and cold; my leather breeches dragged at my thighs, my wet belt pinched my breathing. A wave slapped me head-on, and I went under.
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