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The Family of Odysseus

Penelope – wife of Odysseus, queen of Ithaca

Odysseus – husband of Penelope, king of Ithaca

Telemachus – son of Odysseus and Penelope

Laertes – father of Odysseus

Anticlea – mother of Odysseus

Councillors of Odysseus

Medon – an old, friendly councillor

Aegyptius – an old, less friendly councillor

Peisenor – a former warrior of Odysseus

Suitors of Penelope and their kin

Antinous – son of Eupheithes

Eupheithes – master of the docks, father of Antinous

Eurymachus – son of Polybus

Polybus – master of the granaries, father of Eurymachus

Amphinomous – a warrior of Greece

Andraemon – a veteran of Troy

Minta – comrade and friend of Andraemon

Kenamon – an Egyptian

Nisas – a suitor of low renown

Maids and commoners

Eos – maid of Penelope, comber of hair

Autonoe – maid of Penelope, keeper of the kitchen

Melantho – maid of Penelope, chopper of wood

Melitta – maid of Penelope, scrubber of tunics

Phiobe – maid of Penelope, friendly to all

Leaneira – maid of Penelope, a Trojan

Euracleia – Odysseus’ old nursemaid

Dares – a young man of Ithaca

Women of Ithaca

Priene – a warrior from the east

Teodora – an orphan of Ithaca

Anaitis – priestess of Artemis

Ourania – spymaster of Penelope

Semele – an old widow, mother of Mirene

Mirene – Semele’s daughter

Mycenaeans

Elektra – daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra

Orestes – son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra

Clytemnestra – wife of Agamemnon, cousin of Penelope

Agamemnon – conqueror of Troy

Iphgenia – daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, sacrificed to the goddess Artemis

Pylades – sworn brother to Orestes

Iason – a soldier of Mycenae

Aegisthus – Clytemnestra’s lover

Spartans

Icarius – father of Penelope

Polycaste – Icarius’ wife, adoptive mother of Penelope

Tyndareus – father of Clytemnestra and Helen, brother of Icarius

The gods and assorted divinities

Hera – goddess of mothers and wives

Athena – goddess of wisdom and war

Artemis – goddess of the hunt

Calypso – a nymph






CHAPTER 1
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Teodora is not the first to see the raiders, but she is the first to run.

They come from the north, by the light of the full moon. They do not burn any lanterns on their decks, but skim across the ocean like tears down a mirror. There are three ships, carrying some thirty men apiece, coils of rope set by the prow to bind their slaves; oars barely tugging the sea as the wind carries them to shore. They give no cries of war, beat no drums nor blow trumpets of brass or bone. Their sails are plain and patched, and had I power over the stars I would have willed them shine a little brighter, that the heavens might be eclipsed by the darkness of the ships as they obstructed the horizon. But the stars are not my domain, nor do I usually pay much attention to the dealings of little people in their sleepy villages by the sea, save when there is some great matter afoot that might be turned by a wily hand – or when my husband has strayed too far from home.

It is therefore without celestial intervention that Teodora, lips inclining towards those of her may-be lover, thinks she catches sight of something strange upon the sea. The few fisherwomen who ride the night are all known to her and their prows are nothing like the shapes she glimpses in the corner of her eye. Then Dares – a young fool, certainly more foolish than she – catches her by her chin and pulls her deeper into his embrace, hand fumbling somewhat impertinently for her breast, and she has other things on her mind.

Above the village, a torch gutters upon the cliffs. It has been only briefly raised, a guide in the night to show these raiders where to go. Now its work is done, and the figure who has held it retreats down the hard stone path towards the inland slumber of the isle, feeling no compunction to stay and witness his work. It would be fair of this fellow to think himself unseen, save by his allies – the hour is late and the hot day had faded to a cool, slumbering dark, suitable for vast snoring and dreamless sleep. How little he knows.

In a cave above the shore, a queen in rags and dirt looks out onto the night, the blood still sticky on her hands, and sees the raiders come, but does not think they come for her. So she does not call out to the village below, but cries for her lover, who is dead.

In the east, a king rolls restlessly in the arms of Calypso, who hushes him and says, it is just a dream, my love. Everything beyond these shores is just a dream.

To the south, another fleet with black sails sits becalmed, the rowers asleep beneath the patient sky, while a princess caresses her brother’s sweating brow.

And on the beach, Teodora is beginning to suspect that Dares may not be entirely pure in his attentions, and that they should really start talking of marriage if this is the way things are going to go. She pushes him away with both her palms, but he holds her tight. In the brief shuffling of their feet on bony white sand, his eyes turn up and he at last sees the ships, sees their course for this little cove, and with a sluggish wit he declares: “Uh . . . ?”

Dares’ mother owns a grove of olive trees, two slaves and a cow. In the eyes of the sages of the island, these things are in fact owned by Dares’ father – but he never came home from Troy, and as the years ticked down and Dares grew from whelp to man, even the most pedantic elders stopped labouring the point. One day, shortly after his fifteenth birthday, Dares turned to his mother and mused: “It’s a good thing for you I let you hang around,” and in that moment her hope died, though he was a monster of her own making. He can fish, not well, dreams of turning pirate, and has not yet tasted hunger in the winter.

Teodora’s father was sixteen when he wed her mother; seventeen when he went to Troy. He left behind his bow, being a weapon for cowards, a few pots and a shawl his mother made. Last winter Teodora killed a lynx that was as hungry as her, the knife with which she would otherwise gut fish driven into its snapping jaw, and has few qualms about making snap decisions when death is on the line.

“Raiders!” she shouts, first to Dares, who hasn’t yet released her from his embrace, and when he finally does, to the village above and the slumbering night, running towards the low mud of hut and home as if she could catch the echo of her own voice. “Raiders! Raiders are coming!”

It is well known that when a grieving wife looks to the sea for the ship of her husband and glimpses a sail threaded with gold, time will slow its pounding chariot to a crawl, and every minute of the ship’s return is an hour pricked out in sweating agony. Yet when pirates come to your shore, it is as if their vessels grow Hermes’ wings and leap, leap across the water, now rounding the hard pillars of stone where the crabs scuttle sideways, black-eyed and orange-backed, now driven by the relentless oars prow-first up the soft lip of the sand. Now men leap from the decks of the beaching ships; now they have axes in hand and carry crude shields of battered bronze and animal hide, their faces painted in pigment and ash. Now they charge from the water’s edge, not as soldiers do, but as wolves, splitting and circling their prey, howling, teeth bared silver in the moon’s gentle light.

Teodora has reached the village before them. Phenera is a place of little square houses set above the thin stream that carves its passage between two cliffs of blackened stone to run giddy into the cove. When it rains too hard in winter, the mud walls slop and flop away, and the roofs are constantly a-mending. Here they dry fish and pick at mussels, tend to goats and gossip about their neighbours. Their shrine is to Poseidon, who protects the thinhulled boats they push into the bay and who, if I know anything about the old fart, doesn’t care a whelp for the meagre offerings of grain and wine they spill upon his altar.

That at least is the picture that Phenera wishes the eye to behold; but look a little closer and you may find trinkets that shine beneath the rough wooden floors, and many a finger that is skilled at more than just fixing a net to catch fish in.

“Raiders! Raiders!” Teodora howls, and slowly a few dusty cloths are pulled back from the crooked doors, a few eyes blink into the shallow dark and shouts begin to rise in alarm. Then voices older and a little more respected sound as other eyes behold the men rushing upon their shores, and hands reach to gather their most precious goods, and like ants from the boiling nest, the people flee.

Too late.

Too late, for so many – too late.

Their only blessing is that these men of snarling lip and beating shield do not want to kill the youngest and the strongest. It is enough to scare them into cowering submission, to beat them and bind them with rope to take to some place to sell. The two slaves kept in Dares’ house look upon their new captors with weary eyes, for they have been through all this before, when they were first taken by the bold men of Ithaca. Their wretched despair at finding themselves encircled by blade and shield is a bit of a let-down for their attackers, who expected at the least some abject grovelling, but the whole atmosphere is somewhat redeemed when the masters and mistresses of Phenera wail and weep. They are reduced now to the level of those they had mastered, and their former slaves tut and say just do as we do, just say what we say, you will learn – you will learn.

Teodora stops to gather only one precious thing – the bow she keeps for killing rabbits. Nothing more. She has nothing so precious as her life, and so she runs, runs, runs for the hills, runs like Atalanta reborn, grabbing the branch of the thin-trunked dying tree that juts out from a promontory to pull herself up; climbing over stone and under leaf to the chittering black while below her home starts to burn. She hears footsteps behind her, the drumming of heavy weight upon the scrubby path, glances over her shoulder, sees torchlight and shadow, near stumbles on a treacherous root in her path, and is caught before she can fall. Hands grasp, old eyes stare, blink, a finger to the lips. Teodora is pulled quickly from her path into darkness, into thicket-leaf shadow, where hunkers a woman with hair like autumn clouds, skin like summer sand, an axe in her hand, a hunting knife on her belt. She could with such implements perhaps fight back; perhaps slam her blade into the throat of the man who pursues them, but what use would that be? None, tonight. None at all. So instead they hide, wrapped in each other’s eyes, their gazes screaming quiet, quiet, quiet! Until at last the footsteps of their pursuer fade away.

The old woman who holds Teodora in safety is called Semele, and she prays to Artemis, who does not deserve her devotions.

In the village below, Dares is less sensible. He was raised on stories of the warrior men of Odysseus, and like all boys has learnt something of the spear and the blade. As the straw rooftops begin to burn, he retrieves his sword from beneath the cot of his mother’s house, steps four paces from his smoking door, gripping the hilt with both hands, sees an Illyrian dressed in flame and blood approach, takes up his stance, and actually manages to parry the first blow that comes for him. This surprises everyone, including Dares, and at the next thrust he turns his body and manages to smack his blade down so hard on the end of the short stabbing spear that the wood cracks and splinters. However, his delight at this development doesn’t last long, for his killer draws a short sword from his belt, turns in the direction of Dares’ next attack, comes under his guard, and splits him clean across the belly.

I will say this for the pirate – he had the courtesy to drive his blade through Dares’ heart, rather than simply leave him to die. The boy hadn’t earned such a clean death, but neither, I suppose, had he lived long enough to deserve the one that came for him.






CHAPTER 2
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Rosy-fingered dawn crawled its way across Ithaca’s back like an awkward lover fumbling at long skirts. The light of day should have been as crimson as the blood in the sea below Phenera; it should have circled the island like the sharks. Look towards the horizon, and even the eyes of the gods strain a little to see three sails disappearing into the east, with their stolen cargo of animals, grains and slaves. They will be gone, long gone, before the ships of Ithaca raise their sails.

Let us speak briefly of Ithaca.

It is a thoroughly backwards, wretched place. The golden touch of my footstep upon its meagre soil; the caress of my voice in the ears of its salt-scarred mothers – Ithaca does not deserve such divine attentions. But then again, its barren misery leads the other gods to rarely look upon it either, and so it is a miserable truth that I, Hera, mother of Olympus, who drove Heracles mad and struck vain royalty into stone – why here at least I may sometimes work without the censure of my kin.

Forget the songs of Apollo, or the proud declarations of haughty Athena. Their poems only glorify themselves. Listen to my voice: I who have been stripped of honour, of power and of that fire that should be mine, I who have nothing to lose that the poets have not already taken from me, only I will tell you the truth. I, who part the veil of time, will tell those stories that only the women tell. So follow me to the western isles, to the halls of Odysseus, and listen.

The island of Ithaca guards the watery mouth of Greece like an old cracked tooth, barely a scratch upon the ocean. A stout pair of even human legs might walk it in a day, if they could bear to spend so much time staggering through grubby forest of skulking trees that seem to grow only so far as the laziest necessity for grim survival, or over scrambling rocks of jutting stone that protrude from the earth like the fingers of the dead. Indeed, the island is remarkable only in that some fool thought it an apt locale upon which to attempt to build what the uncouth locals consider a “city” – if a scraggy hillside of crooked houses clinging to the harsh sea may be considered worthy of the name – and above this city, a so-called “palace”.

From this termite hall the kings of Ithaca send forth their commands across the western isles, all of which are far more pleasant than this wretched rock. Yet though the people of Hyrie, Paxi, Lefkada, Kephalonia, Kythira and Zakynthos who live beneath Ithaca’s dominion may grow olives and grapes upon their shores, may eat rich barley and even rear the occasional cow, all the peoples of this little dominion are as ultimately uncouth as each other, varying only in their flawed pretensions. Neither the great princes of Mycenae or Sparta, Athens or Corinth, nor the poets who travel door to door have much cause to speak of Ithaca and her isles save as the butt of a joke about goats – until recently, that is. Until Odysseus.

Let us therefore to Ithaca go, in that warm late summer when the leaves begin to crinkle and the ocean clouds tumble in too mighty to be bothered by the little land below. It is the morning after full moon, and in the city beneath the palace of Odysseus, some few hours away by bare foot on hard soil, the first prayers are being sung in the temple of Athena. It is a crooked wooden thing, squat as if frightened of being blown apart in the storm, but with some notable pieces of pillaged gold and silver that only rustics would find magnificent. I avoid passing even a place so dull, lest my stepdaughter show her smug, preening face, or worse, whisper to my husband that she saw me afoot in the world of men. Athena is a priggish little madam; let us move by her shrine in haste.

There is a market that runs from the docks all the way to the gates of the palace. Here you may trade timber, stone, hides, goats, sheep, pigs, ducks – even the occasional horse or cow – beads, bronze, brass, amber, silver, tin, rope, clay, flax, dye and pigment, hides of animals both common and rare, fruit, vegetables and of course – fish. So much fish. The western isles, every one of them, stink of fish. When I return to Olympus, I will have to bathe in ambrosia to wash the stench away, before some gossipy little nymph catches the whiff of me.

There are many houses, ranging from the humble homes of the craftsmen who can barely keep a slave to the grander courtyard sprawls of the great men who would rather be across the water in Kephalonia, where the hunting is better and, if you go inland, you might lose the smell of fish for a few minutes to catch instead the whiff of dung – change being a relief of its kind. There are two smiths, who after many years of rivalry finally realised they were better fixing prices together than competing apart. There is a tannery, and a place that was once a brothel but which was forced to take up the weaving and dyeing of clothes when a large part of its clientele set sail for war, and as no ships have returned from Troy carrying victorious Ithacans, they continue weaving and dyeing to this day.

It has been nearly eighteen years since the manhood of Ithaca sailed to Troy, and even the many ships passing through port since that city fell have not been enough for whoring to be better economics than mastery of a nice bit of dye.

Above it all: the palace of Odysseus. It was the palace of Laertes for a while, and I have no doubt the old man wanted it to remain known by that glorious name, his legacy carved into stone – an Argonaut, no less, a man who once sailed, under my banner, to fetch the golden fleece, before that little shit Jason betrayed me. But Laertes grew old before all the men of Greece were summoned to Troy. Thus the son eclipsed the father, new daubs of black and red smeared across the corridors, wide-eyed and ochre-tinged. Odysseus and his bow. Odysseus in battle. Odysseus winning the armour of fallen Achilles. Odysseus with calves of an ox and Atlas’s shoulders. In the eighteen years since the king of Ithaca was last sighted on this isle, his somewhat short, unimpressive and far too hairy form has grown in stature and personal hygiene, if only in the poet’s eye.

The poets will tell you a lot about the heroes of Troy. Some details they have correct; in others, as with all things, they lie. They lie to please their masters. They lie without knowing what they do, for it is the poet’s art to make every ear that hears the ancient songs think they have been sung for them alone, the old made new. Whereas I sing for no creature’s pleasure but my own, and can attest that what you think you know of the last heroes of Greece, you do not know at all.

Follow me through the halls of the palace of Odysseus; follow to hear the stories that the men-poets of the greedy kings do not tell.

Even in dawn’s thinly mirrored light, the perfect white that bounces in off the sea, the great hall is a shadowed pit of inequity. The stench of men, of spilt wine and chewed bone, of flatulence and bile mingled with sweat – I pause in the door to pinch my nose at it. The maids are about already, trying their best to wash away the stink of last night’s feast, to return the plates to the kitchen and burn sweet herbs to clear the fetid air, but their work is interrupted by a few of the men still snoring like pigs beneath the table, hands out-reached to the ashes of the fire as if they had dreamt of ice.

These snoring lullards, these lumpen males are but a handful of suitors who sweep in and out like the tides from Odysseus’s door, feasting on his land and pawing at the skirts of his maids. There were twenty of them two years ago; fifty at the last turning of the sun, and now near one hundred men have come to Ithaca, all with one purpose – to win the hand of Odysseus’s mourning, lonesome queen.

The painted eyes of Odysseus may watch from the walls, but he is dead – he is dead! the suitors exclaim. It has been eighteen years since he sailed from Ithaca, eight since Troy fell, seven since he was last sighted on the isle of Aeolus – he is drowned, surely he is drowned! No one is that bad a sailor. Come, oh tearful queen, come: it is time to pick a new man. It is time to pick a new king.

I know them all, these would-be princelings, snuggled shoulder to shoulder like sleeping dogs. Antinous, son of Eupheithes, his dark hair waxed and oiled in a glistening hive swept back from his brow, so stiff it stirs neither by rain nor sweat. He wears his father’s wealth in his tunic, which is hemmed with crimson purchased from a Cretan man who had no teeth, and in the tapestry of beads and gold slung casually about his neck as if to say, “What, these old things? I found them behind an amphora of wine, as one does – as one does.” Antinous was five years old when Odysseus went to war, and stood on the docks and cried and stamped his foot and wanted to know why he couldn’t be a soldier. Now Achilles is dead, Ajax and Hector rot in dust, and Antinous asks no more.

Snorting and slumbering next to him, Eurymachus, whose father Polybus avoided going to war by sailing to the western colonies on “urgent business” that took ten urgent years – and whose nursemaid spoiled him rotten and told him he was descended from Heracles. Every little twerp is descended from Heracles these days, it’s practically a requirement for entry to polite society. Perhaps it is the tracery of sunlight in Eurymachus’s hair that gives the impression of some sordid divinity, but though a young man, his forehead is already climbing and his flaxen mane grows thin. Only his laughable oar-ish height and skinniness distracts from this fact, and he peers down upon the world as if perpetually surprised to find it still turning beneath his flapping feet.

Who else here of note? Amphinomous, son of a king, who was taught that honour is everything and suspects, perhaps, that he is not honourable but doesn’t entirely know what to do about the situation. His father was fruitful in sons, gourd-faced boys the lot of them, who rarely quarrelled and who made music like the whines of Cerberus. They are all dead now, three by Trojan hands, save Amphinomous, who will do what he must.

Andraemon, who does not sleep, but watches the maids with one eye open from where he has fallen across his folded arms. Did salt or sand dry his skin so that nails down his back make the sound of bone over leather? Did the harsh sun of Troy bleach his hair to such a burnished hue, does he have to throw discus every morn and every night to maintain such contours about his chest, chin, shoulders, arms – or is he blessed of Ares and Aphrodite, that men might quake and women swoon at his sight?

A little secret: he is not blessed, and arms like his are not casually made.

These are the men of note. We regard them as one might regard a rash – hopeful that it does not spread further – and then move on.

About these slumbering suitors are the other part of this story – the part that the poets do not name, save to lie. The maids of the palace are many in number, for the palace itself is a little industry. No monarch of Ithaca dare rely on favourable winds and rich soils for regular income of grain – instead, the women keep ducks, geese, pigs, goats; they fish in a little cove where only the women go, prise mussels from black stone and tend to groves of olive and fields of barley as mere and tough as the mouths that will eat them; and at night, when the last of the suitors finally are asleep, they lie down and dream the dreams that are all their own. Listen – listen. Let us peek behind fresh-washed faces; let us swim in the soul of a passing maid.

. . . spin the yarn to make the thread an easy job my feet would kill for an easy job . . .

Antinous looked at me last night, I wonder if he thinks . . .

Must tell Melantho must tell her she’ll howl she’ll scream it’ll be hilarious where’s Melantho must tell her now!

But here, why listen here, here is a voice that whispers out of tune.

Death to the Greeks, beats the heart of one whose hair falls like clotted blood above her neck, her eyes down to the floor. Death to all the Greeks.

Of these maids of Ithaca – these slave women and sold girls, these indentured daughters – so much more of them will I have to say. I am the goddess of queens, wives and women; my tasks may be thankless, but I perform them nonetheless. But alas, events are already in motion that require our attention, and so let us look to the north.

From the hard carved road that winds down the terraced valley into what we will grudgingly call a city, Teodora comes. She has given up running; now each footfall is one at a time, counting the steps, forward without a destination, head first, heels twisting, and people scurry to clear a way before her. She carries a bow without arrows, and an old woman walks at her side. Their arrival will only make things harder, but I never shied from trouble.

By the palace gate, a man called Medon is preparing to do his rounds of the market. He is officially the voice of Ithaca, sent from the palace to proclaim the rulings of Ithaca’s king. Ithaca’s king has not been home for eighteen years, and he certainly can’t proclaim the rulings of some queen, so these days he proclaims very little and just hopes people get the idea and realise what’s good for them. Lately his optimism on that latter point is growing thin. With a round, soft belly beneath a round, drooping face, he is one of very few men older than twenty-five on the island, and it is perhaps this novelty that causes Teodora to slow as she approaches him, swaying a little from the rising heat and broken weight of the night, before stopping altogether in front of him, staring long into his eyes as if she might find evidence that all this were just a dream resting in the pupil, and proclaiming simply: “The pirates came.”






CHAPTER 3
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In a chamber built to catch the morning light that hangs crooked off the side of the palace like an old dangling wart, three old men, a boy who would be a man and three women are assembled to discover just how bad a day Ithaca is going to have.

Of these, the three men and the boy consider themselves the most pertinent. They stand round a table of yew set with shards of tortoiseshell, and bicker.

One of them we have met – Medon – who has been awake since before the sun rose and is already tired of the day. The other three are called Peisenor, Aegyptius and Telemachus.

Here are some of the things they say:

“Fucking pirates. Fucking pirates! There was a day, you know, there was a day when – fucking pirates!”

“Thank you for that strategic assessment, Peisenor.”

“They hit Lefkada a month ago. Full moon, Illyrians – northern barbarians! If it’s the same clan then . . . ”

“If we still had a fleet . . . ”

“We don’t.”

“We could bring the ships up from Zakynthos . . . ”

“And leave the farmers open to attack before harvest?”

“Can I ask a question?”

“Not now, Telemachus!”

There are only two kinds of men on Ithaca – those too old or too young to fight when Odysseus sailed to war. (Technically, there is a third category – the cowards, the slaves and that man who could not afford a sword, but who really cares for them? Not the poets; not the gods.) Between these gulfs of age, there is a hollow where the finest of Ithaca’s manhood should be. The fathers and would-be fathers of a new generation did not return, so that to see a native man older than thirty but younger than sixty-five is remarkable. There are no husbands for the wives, and more widows than shrines in the western isles.

Let us then consider these men who were too old to go to war and a whelp who had a near miss with a plough in one of his father’s more bat-brained schemes when just a babe.

Aegyptius, who might well have served Odysseus at Troy but was such a pain in that king’s backside, such a humourless dolt, that the wily general found some other use for him at home that left everyone’s dignity intact, and the cramped deck of his ship considerably more motivated. He rises and bends like the willow tree, and his bald head is crowned with a constellation of moles, etched with flowing rivers where bone meets bone beneath the thin skin, baked to leather by the sun. “Perhaps the time has come to consider mercenaries . . . ”

“Can’t trust a mercenary. They’re on your side until they get bored and then they’re pillaging the treasure.” Peisenor, hairy as the boar, squat as the low hills that bred him. He lost his left hand pillaging for Laertes and cannot hold a shield, and in private laments, laments, laments that he is less than a man and has done everything he possibly can in the last few years to remind the world that he is therefore, absolutely, a warrior and a hero.

“What treasure?” Medon, who feels the ageing process accelerating with every moment he spends in this chamber.

“Excuse me . . . ”

“In a moment, Telemachus – look, every other king in Greece came from Troy with plundered riches. They say that when Agamemnon returned, it took five days just to unload his personal treasure – five days. They say Menelaus washes in a golden bath.”

“Menelaus has never taken a bath in his life.”

“He didn’t exactly rush back from war, did he? I heard he and his brother went sailing south, there’s Egyptian gold in his haul – I heard that the Cretans are pissed.”

“Whereas we have just enough wealth to be plundered, but not enough to defend ourselves.”

“Excuse me!”

Telemachus. Eighteen years old, he gets to stand here because he is Odysseus’s son – though this is a mixed blessing. His hair is not as majestically golden as his father’s (whose hair is in fact a greying brown, but the poets, the poets!), and there is perhaps something of his grandmother naiad in his pallor, a moistness about his freckled features that not even his daily hours of practice with spear and shield can harden into clay. Oh, one day his shoulders will be broad and his thighs will be like the giant’s clubs, but for now he is still a boy struggling to grow his first beard, pushing his voice a little deeper than it should go and telling himself to stand up straight nearly as often as he slouches. Athena says he has great potential, and Hermes, whose blood flows through the scions of this house, reports that he just wants to fly down and give Telemachus a big soppy hug. But my brother Hades, who has a more sensible grasp of these things, looks into the mist and murmurs: “Some families never can find north.”

Odysseus is a terrible sailor. I do not see any sign his son has inherited a better sense of direction.

“Surely we can train our own men, I mean, we have some men, we have . . . ”

“That won’t work, Telemachus.”

“But I . . . ”

Telemachus never quite finishes his sentences. When he is introduced to people, it is as “Odysseus’s son, Telemachus”. His father’s name is always put first, and it is as if this quirk of language has infected Telemachus’s own voice, so that he can’t quite see his way through to the end of any meaningful sentence that might have something of himself in it. His father’s fame creates as many problems as it solves, for as the son of a hero Telemachus naturally needs to set sail and be a hero himself, lest his father eclipse him as Odysseus did his own progenitor. However, to set sail, it is most prudent to have an army at your back – much easier to be a hero when there’s someone to patch a sheet and do the cooking – and given that Ithaca’s warriors have not returned and are, truth be told, all dead save one, this presents something of a logistical challenge.

“There’s an obvious answer . . . ” muses Aegyptius.

“Here we go,” sighs Medon.

“Eurymachus or Antinous . . . ”

“A domestic match will bring the wrath of the mainland. What about the suitors from Corinth, or even Thebes? Or what’s-his-face from Colchis, he seems nice.”

“There’s some Egyptian fella waiting outside, can you believe it?” Peisenor has never met an Egyptian before, but is certain he doesn’t approve. “Smells nice, though.”

“My father isn’t dead!” Telemachus has said this so many times, it has become as remarkable to the ears of the listeners as the chittering of the cicada in the field, and so they ignore it.

“No, no, no! An overseas match will bring civil war, the islands won’t stand for it, we’d have to send for aid to Mycenae, or worse, to Menelaus, can you imagine Spartan soldiers on Ithaca’s soil, it would be . . . ”

“Marry the wrong man and Menelaus will come anyway.”

“My father isn’t dead!”

Telemachus has shouted. Telemachus never shouts. Odysseus never shouted, except for once when he screamed at his men to take him to the sirens – but then those were exceptional circumstances. No one tuts at the son’s breach of protocol, his lack of decorum, but for a moment even the women look up, mute, wide-eyed, watching. Oh – did you forget the women were there too, at this learned assemblage? So too will the poets, when this song is sung.

“My father isn’t dead,” Telemachus repeats, quieter, calm, fingers gripping the edge of the table, head bowed. “For my mother to remarry is impossible. It is profane.”

The older men look away.

After a little while, so do the women, not that their gazes were particularly relevant. They are ornamentations to this scene. If the poets speak of them at all, it will be in much the same breath as a pleasing vase or a nice shield – a sculptural detail, adding a certain flavour to the event. It is perhaps sensing this that the three women have arranged themselves as a picture of modesty. One, Autonoe, chestnut hair and face hard as a dried starfish, brittle and beautiful and not for the gaze of men, busies herself with tuning a lyre. She has been tuning it for nearly half an hour now, and can’t quite seem to get it right. Beside her, Eos, shorter and plump around the hips, a grape of a face and freckles across her skin, combs rough yarn into fine threads, brushing it with the same care she applies to her mistress’s hair. She can do this with her eyes shut and ears open – always her ears open.

The final woman should perhaps be weaving at the small square loom she is oft seen with in public – but no, this is a private place, for serious business, so instead she sits with hands still in her lap, chin turned up, a little away from the men around the table, listening with an intensity that would frighten Ajax (who was always more scared of women than death), yet with eyes averted so as to not too greatly discombobulate her council with the force of her attention.

She is Penelope, wife of Odysseus, lady of the house, queen of Ithaca and the source, she is assured by a great many men, of nothing but woe and strife. This strikes her as an unfair accusation, but to unravel it now would perhaps take more breath than mortal lungs have to give.

Her skin is unfashionably dark for a Grecian queen, her hair black as the midnight sea – but she will be depicted as blonde, which is more desirable, and the poets will skip over just how baggy are her tired eyes. Though queen, Penelope doesn’t sit at the table; it wouldn’t be right. But she is still a dutiful wife to a missing king, and though nearly everyone is quite sure that the weighty business of council will pass over her dear little head, it is pleasing to see a woman taking her work seriously.

Penelope listens, hands in her lap, while her council bickers.

“Telemachus, we know you love your father . . . ”

“There has been no body – there’s no body! Odysseus lives, until there is a body he . . . ”

“. . . and it’s wonderful that he might be alive, truly it is, but the fact remains that the rest of Greece is convinced that he is not and the rest of Greece grows impatient! The western isles need a king . . . ”

If she is interested in these men discussing her husband, or lack of husband, or prospects for acquiring another husband or whatever it is that is most politically pertinent today, Penelope does not show it. She seems fascinated by the black spirals frescoed onto the very top of the wall, as if she has only just noticed how easily a painted wave may also be a painted cloud, or how the imperfections in an artist’s eye gives a thing its character.

At her feet, Autonoe plucks a string – plonk – and it is out of tune.

Eos teases thread from wool, the tips of her fingers barely moving in a busy spider’s dance.

Finally Aegyptius says: “Perhaps if we had some of Odysseus’s gold . . . ”

“What gold?”

Aegyptius’s eyes flicker to Penelope, and away. Naturally the wise men of Ithaca run the palace finances and make all large decisions, as men must. Yet the wily mathematics of the Hittites or the peculiar scratching of stylus upon clay or potentates of ash upon papyrus that the foreigners call “writing” have not yet come to Greece’s shores, and thus the suspicion lingers – unproven, untested – that there is something more to the fiscal management of Ithaca than these scholars can perceive. Penelope protests her poverty, yet she does keep feeding the suitors, a feast every night, as befits her duty as hostess – how is that?

How indeed? Aegyptius wonders, and so do many who come knocking at Penelope’s door. How indeed?

“Why can’t we train our own men?” Telemachus is doing his best not to pout, and for a moment the older men shuffle uneasily, unsure whether to waste their time in indulging the question. “We have militias on Lefkada, Kephalonia. Why not Ithaca?”

“It’s not like Lefkada’s soldiers did them any good,” mutters Medon, face like the mudslide. “When the raiders hit them at full moon, half the militia was drunk and the other half away on the furthest end of the isle.”

“They were incompetent. We will not be incompetent.” Telemachus seems very sure of this, which based on the last eighteen years seems optimistic.

It is Penelope who answers. This is acceptable – she is speaking not as a queen, which would be uncouth – but as a mother. “Even if there were men enough on Ithaca, who would be their leader? You, Telemachus? If you muster from Ithaca a hundred spears, loyal to your name, then who’s to say that you won’t turn those spears against the suitors and claim your father’s crown? Antinous and Eurymachus are both sons of powerful men; Amphinomous and the suitors from further afield can bring in mercenaries from Pylos or Calydon. The moment they perceive you as a threat, leading a band of men, they will set aside their differences, ally against you, and united could easily out-match you. Better to kill you pre-emptively, of course, before it comes to that. Avoid the fuss.”

“But this has nothing to do with them. This is the defence of our home.”

“Everything is to do with them,” she sighs. “Even if it isn’t, what matters is that they think it is.”

Telemachus, like all mortals and immortals alike, hates being told he is wrong. He loathes it, and for the briefest moment his face scrunches as if he would swallow his own features and spew them up again in bile and blood; but he is not a total dolt, so he just about restrains himself from self-consumption, pauses, considers and blurts: “Fine. We raise soldiers together. Amphinomous understands the way of things. And Eurymachus isn’t unreasonable. If they want Ithaca so badly, they’ll have to defend it.”

“That assumes that one of them isn’t behind the attacks.”

“Northern devils – Illyrians . . . ”

“It is a long way south for Illyrians to raid. Very bold. And Medon is right – how did they manage to hit Lefkada, sail home, resupply and be back in Ithaca by full moon? And why did they attack Phenera, a small village of little note, having sailed all this way? There are implications we must consider.”

Indeed there are, but Telemachus is not a boy for implications.

“I can defend Ithaca, Mother. I am capable.”

“Of course you are,” she lies, “But until you can raise a hundred men in secret from across the isles and bring them here, or find a way to prevent our guests allying in greater strength than that you can raise against them, I’m afraid we need a nuanced approach.”

Telemachus’s sigh is audible, and passes without comment. He learnt to sigh from Euracleia, beloved nursemaid of Odysseus, who huffs and puffs and finds nothing to her satisfaction. Of Penelope’s many regrets, allowing this habit to embed in her son is high on the list.

In the silence that settles, no one meets anyone else’s eye. The maid Autonoe looks for a moment like she might laugh, and manages to turn it into a near-burp, swallowed hard. Finally Medon says: “Have any of the suitors . . . mentioned anything pertinent to you?”

“Pertinent?” Penelope’s eyelashes are not like those of her cousin, Helen. She is not skilled in fluttering them, but has seen others try, so gives it her best shot now. It is markedly unsuccessful.

“Offers of support, perhaps. Or . . . conversations around defence.”

“They all say the same thing. They will be the strong man, the brave man, the one to bring peace at last to this kingdom, the king that Ithaca deserves and so on. Details, though – they are weak on details. Details are not a thing to be discussed with a queen.”

“The boy’s right.” Raised eyebrows turn towards Peisenor, who nods grimly across the table as if he were already coated in blood. “If we can’t afford mercenaries . . . ” Such a weight in his if! Such a turning of his lips around the sound – he too is not entirely sure he knows the source of Penelope’s wealth, but unlike the others has not even heard of the concept of accounting. “. . . then we have no choice. We need a militia to defend Ithaca – to defend the palace and the queen. It’s been too long. I’ll talk to Antinous and Eurymachus, and their fathers. Amphinomous too. If they agree, the others will fall in line. We’ll find someone to lead it that everyone will accept, someone who isn’t aligned to either Telemachus or a suitor.”

“I want to join,” blurts Telemachus, and:

“Absolutely not,” retorts Penelope.

“Mother! If our land is threatened, I will defend it!”

“Even if – by some miracle – Antinous and Eurymachus agree to put aside their ambition for more than half a day to raise a militia, who will serve in it? There are no men on Ithaca. There are boys raised without fathers, and old men – forgive my bluntness, Peisenor. The Illyrians may be barbarians, but they are warriors. I will not risk your life . . . ”

“My life!” snaps Telemachus, and again he’s raised his voice, his father wouldn’t have done that, but ah well, ah well, he was raised by women. “I am a man! I am the head of this household!” He is lucky that he doesn’t squeak when he says that. His voice broke a little later than he’d hoped, but it’s all right now, he might even grow a beard some time soon. “I am head of this house,” he repeats, a little less sure of himself. “And I will defend my kingdom.”

The council shifts uneasily, and Penelope is silent. There are absolutely things that should be said, matters of deep weight and urgency, but each man now seems lost in his own prophecy, looking to a future in which nothing ends well for a single one of them.

Finally Penelope rises like the swan uncoiling from its rest, and out of courtesy the men take a step back and bow a little – she is after all Odysseus’s wife. “Phenera – there were survivors?”

The question takes them aback for a moment, before Peisenor replies. “A few. A girl came to the palace, accompanied by an old woman.”

“A girl? I should attend to her.”

“She isn’t important, she’s just . . . ”

“She is a guest in my palace,” Penelope replies, a little harder, a little sharper than perhaps the men expect. “She will be attended to. Eos – Autonoe.”

Her maids gather their things and sweep from the room. After a moment, Telemachus nods, and in his most regal fashion strides away, presumably to try and work out how to sharpen a spear.

The old men stay behind, studying their hands, before finally Medon, who always had a decent head for these things, glares at his assembled colleagues and snaps: “I’ve had sneezes with more guts than you,” and follows Penelope out.






CHAPTER 4
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Teodora sits, and does not eat.

Opposite her is an old woman. She is Semele, daughter of Oinene, mother of Myrine. It is not the custom in the civilised lands of Greece to introduce oneself by one’s mother, but Semele has never lived on any land but Ithaca, and has very little time for the fashions of more polite places, where the men are not dead. She is not that old, but years of sun and salt have given her eyes a perpetual squint, dried out her skin, faded the colour from her hair, scarred her knuckles and callused her huge slab-feet as they stride across the broken rocks of this broken place. She is known to many, for she does not keep her voice meek and low, nor defer to the wisdom of her betters, nor worry about finding another husband now her first is almost certainly – almost guaranteed to be – lost. When pressed on this latter point, she shrugs and says: “My husband sailed with Odysseus, and if the queen is going to wait then I may as well too.” Some listeners suspect that she is finding more satisfaction in this excuse than just a bit of regal loyalty. She is known to the men as a hunter. Someone on Ithaca has to be. She is known to the women as something more.

She watches Teodora fail to eat the gruel of barley and honey that has been put before her, her eyebrows drawn, her jaw tight. Teodora has not spoken since she came to the palace of Odysseus.

“Teodora?”

Teodora looks at the woman with dark grey eyes who stands in the door, and does not know that she looks at a queen. Semele rises, which is a bit of a clue, but it seems too late for Teodora to stand now without being an idiot, so like a different kind of idiot she remains where she’s sitting.

“You are Teodora?” Penelope repeats, and she nods in reply.

“I am Penelope. Semele – thank you for bringing her here. Please, sit. You are my guests. You have heard of my house, my . . . hospitality. Please. You must stay as long as you desire.”

Teodora tries to find words. The only ones that come are the only ones she has left to say: “The raiders came.”

“Were they Illyrians?”

“It was dark.” This is a repeated mantra, a thing that hides everything – sight, loss, pain. But then again, Teodora was raised to get things done, so she adds with a little frown: “Their shields were round.” There is something else important to be added here, something she’s missing – but it’s gone.

“Where did they come ashore? There is a bay at Phenera, if I recall. Good for rough weather. Sometimes the merchants shelter there if they want to avoid paying the harbourmaster’s fees – yes? I won’t be angry. I just need to know.”

“Yes. Phenera. They came straight for the shore.”

“Did you see a signal? Someone to guide them through the shallows?”

Did she? Was there a flash of firelight on the cliffs? She closes her eyes, and in her memory there was, there wasn’t, Dares is fumbling at her tunic, Dares is alive, is dead, all these things are becoming one, time flowing like wet clay.

Penelope takes her hand. Teodora nearly snatches her skin away from the cool, unnatural touch. “Do you have family?” Teodora shakes her head. “You must stay here,” Penelope murmurs. “You are my guest. Do you understand?” Teodora nods again, stares at the clean fingers twined round her own. She has to stop herself from sniffing them, to see if they smell of flowers. “These are my maids, Eos and Autonoe. They will look after you. Anything you need, just ask.”

Another nod; her head is heavy on her neck. Then a question – it feels spontaneous but must have been growing, growing inside her since the prow of the first pirate ship hit Ithaca. “Can you get them back? The Illyrians, they took . . . they took people, they . . . Are you going to get them back?”

“I’m going to try.”

“Try?”

“It’s going to be difficult. Ithaca isn’t rich. Times have been . . . and we don’t know where the Illyrians took them. I can ask my contacts to look for them in the slave markets, but . . . it will be hard. Do you understand?”

Teodora can still taste smoke in her mouth. Her teeth are flecked with it. She looks a queen in the eye, and feels the wolf growl. “Then what is the point of you?”

Eos opens her mouth to reply, you ungrateful child, you little . . .

But Penelope hushes her, hand still clasped around Teodora’s own. Old Semele watches her from the other side of the table, curious, patient. For a while Penelope considers the question, examines it from every angle, rolls it round her tongue, lets it seep into the very corners of her mind. Then answers.

“That is a very good question. One to which I do not think I have an answer. Semele – a word, if you please.”

Semele rises as Penelope does, follows the queen to the door, gives no bow, raises her chin as if she might headbutt any maid who dares interrupt her passage. Penelope glances out into the grey hush of the hall beyond, looks to the left, to the right. The walls of the palace are thin. “Illyrians? Are you sure?”

Semele shakes her head. “They wore the furs and carried the axes, but they had short swords too, Greek weapons. I could not hear their language. Besides, Phenera? They sail straight past Hyrie, straight past Lefkada and go to Phenera?”

“It is . . . troubling,” muses Penelope. “I thought we had more time to prepare. Have you spoken to the others?”

A little nod, sharp and brisk, as with all things Semele does. “We meet in the groves above the temple of Artemis. More come every week, but without a leader . . . ”

“I’m working on that. Keep spreading the word, quietly of course, but with haste. The men are talking of raising a militia.”

If she were on her own farm, Semele would spit. Being in a palace, she just about catches the saliva in her mouth before it can fly. “Boys and old men?”

Penelope waves the idea away, as if bothered by a wasp. “It is foolish – disruptive. But I may not be able to prevent them. This girl, Teodora – she has a bow. Can she use it?”

“I don’t know. Girl was smart – she ran rather than fight.”

“Talk to her. See if you can use her.”

Semele nods once, and slips back into the room where Teodora stares at images only she can see, at her life, at damnation, and again, as one who has seen the mists of Hades and drunk the forgetful waters of the grey river, at nothing at all.






CHAPTER 5
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Long-eared Medon is waiting in the shade by the door to the animal pens when Penelope emerges. Some people can nonchalantly lean against a narrow wall, casual as a cat, as though to say – oh, is it me you were looking for, lucky you? Medon cannot. He is graceful as a fart, which perhaps is what Odysseus liked about him. He is sixty-eight years old, but when the muster was called for the war, Odysseus looked at this spherical fellow with a face like a fig, and pronounced, “Good Medon, you are already a man weighed by time!” and if Medon felt a little exasperation at this description, he felt far more relief at being spared the voyage to Troy, and has ever since shrewdly been anywhere between four to nine years older than truth, depending on who’s asking. He wears his robe slung loose across one shoulder, as if his clothes, as well as he, are perpetually sinking down, down, down, and it is unclear to observers whether that is laziness or a careful affectation to enhance his aura of shrivelled wisdom. Perhaps both – perhaps over time one became the other. His white hair is in fast retreat from both his forehead and his crown, racing towards an invisible battle-line across the top of his skull where some defiant walls tuft up like ruined battlements; he is missing the little finger from his left hand, which he says was lost in war and was in fact infected with the scratch of a thorn when he was just a boy.

Now he detaches himself as Penelope approaches the pens of bleating sheep for the slaughter, Eos and Autonoe at her side, and blurts: “Girl all right?”

Penelope glances at the old man as she draws level with him, then nods once, lips tight. Odysseus’s palace has been built haphazard over many years, from its first construction as merely a sturdy hall of timber and mud in which the people could shelter from a storm and the violence of their neighbours, to a hall with a kitchen and a well, to a hall with a kitchen and a raised set of pallets upstairs that the rats and the cockroaches might struggle to reach. Then were added cellars of dried fish and wine, carved out into the curve of the hill that rises from the town itself; hidden treasuries, the fullness or otherwise of which are a matter of some dispute; rooms for guests, dormitories for slaves, latrines out of the wind, courtyards, olive trees, rooms built around the olive trees, fresh troughs for washing, a forge for beating metal, walls and gardens of vegetables and herbs both bitter and medicinal. To Penelope’s relief, many of her suitors refuse to stay in it, but instead lodge further in the town. They say it is to avoid being too great a burden; the maids whisper it is because a guilty man fears tight corridors and dark corners more than a worthy one.

Medon also dislikes halls where one cannot always know who is listening, which is why he lingers in the outdoor spaces where it is harder for a public ear to hear private discourse. Thus he falls into step at Penelope’s side as if yes, why yes, he would love nothing more than to chat with her while inspecting the stinking mouths of ewes – what a perfect opportunity to talk about meaningless nothing! “So. First Lefkada, now Phenera.”

Penelope raises an eyebrow. She practised arching it most magnificently for hours in front of the dusty bronze mirror in an attempt to mimic her cousin Clytemnestra, wife of Agamemnon, who really nailed imperial hauteur in a way that evaded the Ithacan queen. It is one of very few of Clytemnestra’s magnificent qualities that Penelope successfully emulates.

“You have something to say that could not be said in council?” she asks, as they move through the fly-buzzing, sheep-stinking hum of the yard, Autonoe and Eos busying themselves at a polite distance about the feeding trough.

“Two raids in as many months, and no messenger sent to the palace? Pirates only raid to force you to pay them off. Theirs is a bold negotiating position.”

“And what,” sighs Penelope, “do you think these pirates might want to barter for?” What is there to buy on Ithaca, save fish or the hand of a widowed queen?

“You haven’t been approached?”

“I am avoiding being in any situation where I could be. As soon as I am forced to tell these raiders – whoever they are – no to whatever their demands might be, they will have no reason to hold back. There will be no corner of my kingdom that will not be subject to their whims. Better, in a way, that we are not negotiating, if their ignorance breeds restraint.”

“You consider their current actions ‘restrained’? An attack on Ithaca itself? What if they had come for the palace?”

Her lips grow thin, and she does not answer, turning her face towards the sky as if surprised that she cannot see the sun in the framed square of this little butcher’s yard. The bleating of a sheep grows loud, and then is sharply silenced by knife slicing through skin and bone.

Medon draws a little nearer, almost so close he could lay a hand upon her arm – closer than any men dare go. It is perhaps his blithe obliviousness to her existence as a woman, let alone a sexual being, that permits him this intimacy. It is almost as if he sees her as a friend more than a woman. I envy her that, sometimes. It is not apt for a god to envy a mortal; it usually ends badly. “Do you believe Peisenor can defend Ithaca with his militia?”

“I do not.” The words are harder than she meant, and for a moment another question hovers on the tip of her tongue, never to be expressed. Does her son think it can be done? Will her son risk dying for a thing that cannot be saved? She shakes herself a little, opens her eyes fully, seems almost surprised to find Medon still standing there. “There are . . . other options I am investigating.”

“What other options?” When she does not answer, he puffs his cheeks, raises his hands. “Conspire if you must, I know I can’t stop you. But when I last checked, even you did not know how to sweet-talk a pirate.”

“I have a new suitor to greet,” she announces, a breezy turning-away, a hard end to this line of enquiry. “He’s Egyptian.”

“How very novel.”

“Isn’t it just? I imagine he is interested in the amber that sails through my harbours.”

“That’s not a metaphor, is it?”

Despite herself, a flicker of a smile passes across Penelope’s lips, but it is gone as soon as it is born. “First, welcome an Egyptian,” she muses. “And then I think I should take a little ride.”






CHAPTER 6
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Once upon a time, there were three queens in Greece. One was chaste and pure, one a temptress whore, one a murderous hag. That is the how the poets sing it.

All three came from Sparta, and shared some of the same mortal blood. One was the daughter of a naiad. This creature of sea and pearl, seeing Icarius, prince of Sparta and brother to the king, bathing one day by the mouth of the river, exclaimed, “Hey, prince, get a load of this!” or words to that effect, and he, with very little forethought, absolutely did. When nine months later she slipped out of the stream behind the palace and presented him with their daughter, he politely accepted the wailing bundle from the naiad’s already departing form, took her to a cliff and serenely threw her to her death. A flock of helpful ducks, who understood that naiads might not want to raise their own children but would certainly be insulted if one was left to die, carried Penelope to safety, and getting the quacking message at last, Icarius took her home to his mortal wife with a jaunty cry of “Dearest one, the gods have blessed us with this fortunate yet mysterious infant! What luck, what!”

Polycaste, wife of Icarius, had a choice to make then, and how strange was her reply. For on the day her husband tried to kill this infant child, Polycaste took her into her arms and said instead: “She shall be loved,” and meant it with all her heart, and all her rather sensible head too.

This act of mercy – this compassion – is as baffling to the gods as to mortal men. I do not dwell upon what that says about us, who are worshipped by all.

Thus came Penelope, some-day queen of Ithaca, into the world.

The other two of our Grecian queens were daughters of my husband-brother Zeus.

Around the same time Icarius was sporting with a naiad, Zeus, king of kings, mightiest of the gods, became smitten with a foolish mortal called Leda. She was married to Tyndareus, king of Sparta – but she will not be remembered as a queen, merely a vessel for another’s seed. Sacred marriage vows are for wives, not husbands, so down Zeus descended in the form of a swan.

He does this a lot. He will appear as an injured animal – sometimes a bird, sometimes a bull – limp towards a tender maid, who exclaims, “You poor dear, let me shelter you!” and then poof! Just when you least expected it, that delicate, innocent creature you nurtured upon your bosom has transformed into the naked form of your brother, hand between your thighs, lips upon your throat.

“I knew you wanted me,” he breathes. “I knew you loved me all this time.” You cry out, no, no – please, no – but it is no good. Your protestations just prove to him how ignorant you are, how little you understand your potential, all that you can be, once you are his. And when he is done, he lays his head upon your breast and coos like the soft creature he feigned being – love me, love me, love me, he seems to whine – oh, how harsh it is that you of all women could not love me. This thing I do – why, now you know how much I need you to love me.

Then he bids you stroke his head, and you try to breathe without making a sound, until at last he transforms into a creature of the sky and flies away again. This is my husband-brother, greatest of the Olympians, paragon amongst men, whom I know best of all.

Well then, down Zeus comes in the guise of a swan, and “Oh look, what a lovely thing,” exclaims Leda, and wouldn’t you know it, that long feathered neck wasn’t a metaphor after all, and the next thing you know, Leda is laying eggs. Actual eggs from between her spread white legs. These eggs eventually hatch, producing Castor and Pollux, the whining little twerps, and Helen and Clytemnestra.

Let us deal with Helen first. She is accounted the most beautiful woman in the world by blighted mortals who would be struck blind by true celestial radiance. Beauty is a whim, it changes as easily as the tide. I was once considered the most beautiful, until familiarity bred tedium.

She is also acknowledged as the daughter of a king – not even a Spartan prince is going to make too much of a fuss when the suspected source of your wife’s pregnancy can smite you with a thunderbolt for slacking off on childcare. And even if she were not considered fetching in a mortal kind of way, there’s nothing like being a half-celestial half-princess-of-Sparta to really make your mark politically.

So she grew from babe to child – was for a while kidnapped by Theseus in a whole escapade so baffling in its twists and turns that I cannot even be bothered to contemplate it – and finally, being returned unsullied to her father’s court, came of a marriageable age. This presented as much of a challenge as it did an opportunity, for her should-have-been father, Tyndareus, was at his wits’ end as to which of the great princes he should appease and which incense by giving away Helen’s hand in marriage; when a hundred heavily armed men who won’t take no for an answer compete for a prize only one can win, poor conversation at the dinner table is the least of your worries. Then along comes Odysseus, a no one prince from a nowhere island on the western edge of the civilised world. “I hear Helen’s cousin, Penelope, is a rather lovely sort,” quoth he. “Let me wed Penelope, and I will give you a ruse that will settle all your worries.”

Tyndareus turned his gaze from the hordes of suitors in his hall to a shadowed corner where sat young Penelope, daughter of Icarius. “I don’t know,” he mused. “She may not be a Helen, but she is still a princess of Sparta. She should at least wed someone who doesn’t smell of fish.”

But Odysseus was never one to propose a scheme unless he was certain everyone else would go along with it. “I can bring us peace,” he murmured. “Brotherhood amongst all the Greeks. Surely your brother’s child is a fair bargain?”

So it was settled, and at Odysseus’s suggestion, all the princes of Greece swore an oath that whoever should marry Helen, the others would come to his aid. And who would not? For each man there seemed certain that he would be chosen, he was the greatest of all men. This is the kind of heroic logical fallacy that makes even icy Athena howl in fury. So they swore; so it was done, and so in the end Tyndareus chose Menelaus, as he was always going to, and everyone agreed it was a disgrace, a terrible disappointment, but too late – too late! They were bound by their oaths; Odysseus himself swore it upon the altar of Zeus on his wedding day.

When the poets talk about the schemes of cunning Odysseus, they tend to gloss over how that particular plan went so catastrophically wrong for such a clever, clever prince. For lo, Helen fled – or was taken, depending on who you ask – to Troy with that little wart Paris, and now Menelaus and his big brother Agamemnon send their messengers to all the little kings of Greece from east to west. “Oh ho ho!” they exclaim. “We are going to war against our enemies in the east, against King Priam and all his wretched sons, and by a lovely twist of fate, all of you – every single one – swore to fight by our side, to defend the husband of Helen! Here’s a funny thing, here’s a how-to-do for the ages!”

Agamemnon had always wanted Priam’s riches. They say Helen gifted them to him through her treachery, setting the spark to the flame of battle – but it was Odysseus’s cunning that made war possible on such a grand scale. Best not to dwell on that, the poets say; let’s focus on all the business with the Cyclops and Scylla, proper manly stuff, tied to a mast and straining against his bonds with tricep-bulging fervour at the song of the sirens – why yes please – rather than that first, monumental, city-razing, god-shaking little miscalculation.

And where is Odysseus now? Ah yes, he is fumbling up Calypso’s skirts on the island of Ogygia, all the while protesting that he loves his wife, he loves his wife and he would be free of this nymph’s paradise of sexual delight. My displeasure is an ill wind that brings goosebumps to a lover’s arms, but even Calypso, who should know the touch of a goddess’s ire, is so confident in her catch that all she does is pause in their copulation to close the shutters that banged open by the bedroom door. I’ll have her – just you wait and see, I’ll have her.

At that fatal feast of Tyndareus where Helen was betrothed to Menelaus, where Penelope was given to Odysseus as the prize of his cunning, there was one other notable event. For it was here that Helen’s sister, Clytemnestra, caught the eye of greedy Agamemnon, the greatest of the Greeks, king of Mycenae, ever hungry for more. She was already wed, but Agamemnon always fancied himself a Zeus amongst men. He could not turn himself into a swan or a bull, but when he drove the sword himself through Clytemnestra’s former husband and ripped the bloodied clothes from her back, the end result was much the same. And when his business was done, he let go of her throat and pulled himself from between her thighs and whispered: “Now you know how much I love you.”

Then he put his head upon her breast, and she did not breathe.

And she did not breathe.

And she did not breathe.

Until at last he rose and left her alone again.

That is how there came to be three queens in Greece, voices uttering prayers that no poet-prince, husband-king nor king-above will ever hear.
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