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PROLOGUE

	But, doctor, even you, a Hittite, saw what our Mycenaean shields were like! Oh, don’t smile, I may be an old woman, but I know what I am talking about, and if you will be patient, you will understand, too.

	Our shields were formed by stretching a hide on to a frame, made with rounded cross-bars at top and bottom, fixed to a central spar of ash or olive-wood. The leather at either side, not having the support of the cross-bars, shrank away and pulled in tightly when it dried out. So the shield took on its own peculiar shape, not round, nor oval, but more like the form of a woman with her wasp-waist lying between broad breasts and wide hips.

	You are smiling again, doctor, because you do not understand; you imagine me to be talking of a shield, or a woman’s body, but these things are only an example, for I am describing the heart speaking out, the mind as you call it.

	You do not see how? Soon you will be saying again that words in our Greek mouths are as slippery as fishes; I know you outlanders. It is because you do not see the wholeness of things, the Virtue, the aretê. You observe one fact, the single symptom, like the Hittite doctor you are, but your eyes are blind to the Ananke, the whole Order of things which even the gods cannot infringe.

	The shield is formed on a frame; and that frame is the will of man. But after the sun and rain have been on it a week, its shape has changed beyond man’s guiding; and that is Ananke.

	It is still not clear, doctor? You Hittites are very stupid: no wonder you accuse us here of cheating. Very well, I will tell you simply: though I began upon a firm frame, the hide of my experience has tautened and twisted until now I am as Ananke wills me to be. I am not what I wished, or others wished for me: I am what it was ordained for me to become before ever the seed passed from my father to my mother. I am the cow’s hide, tormented to the only shape it can be. Now do you see? Do you see that there may be no anger, no regret, no remorse?

	We must all grow and die as the gods have decreed, as the pattern has been woven. Man’s life is like that of the trees. The wind scatters the leaves to the ground; the vigorous forest puts forth others, and they grow in the spring-season. Soon one generation of men comes and another ceases, just as Xanthoi, the brown-haired Achaeans, my own folk, came and flourished where the black Cretans had had their houses. Just as the tow-headed Dorians came and flung our fortress down at last.

	That is the endless unrolling, doctor, and I am part of it. I do not weep, for hybris, which is defiance of god’s will, deserves to be punished by the Furies. All we can do is to try to keep on good terms with the gods. And, in any case, Hope is a snare and a temptation; there is even a sort of joy in the agony, the anguish of the struggle with the god. Beyond that, nothing; a man is only truly happy when he is dead.

	Oh, I know you are laughing at me, doctor. We Hellenes are used to that by now. You tidy folk with milk for blood have never understood us. You call us sinful because our word for a fault means ‘missing the mark’. While you beat your breast and cry like children to your father-god for pardon, we laugh at our bad marksmanship—and try again, though we know we may fail, may sin once more.

	What you have never comprehended is sôphrosynê, our whole-mindedness, our persistence in vice or virtue. And this, dear doctor, is the whole secret of my people: we have never given in. Crushed, we have risen again; sons have replaced their fathers and fought under the old helmet-crest as though time had stood still; women have sung in their birth-pains to think that the little child they bear might one day bring the Hellene glory back.

	If I could only tell you what it was like in the great days! But you would only rub your long Hittite nose and smile your sly eastern smile. And, in your tent, to your boy, you would say, ‘These Greeks! These liars!’ I know; yes, I know. All the world says it—and we laugh with them. We do not spit and wail like Phoenicians, or run to the temple for revenge like Egyptians. We laugh—because in our hearts we know that all the world is wrong, and we are right! So we can afford to laugh, doctor. It is a precious thing to be born a Hellene. It is even more precious to have been born, as I was, a princess of the House of Atreus. Yes, that startles you! It will stagger you still more to hear that I am the last of them all, the kin of Atreus. This bent old woman, this wrinkled wine-skin, bone-dry now, the last of them all. Touch my hand. Can you not feel the pulse of Zeus himself in it? God knows what honour I do you in letting you touch the god’s own distant flesh!

	And still you do not believe. Then I shall convince you. I shall describe what it was like, before your father’s father lay upon his woman, tented on the plains at the world’s misty edge.

	In the beginning, there was Mycenae, and greatest of all since Minos, Atreus himself. I have heard folk praise Tiryns of the High Wall—but it was nothing to Mycenae.

	No, I never saw Tiryns, doctor; but why should I go there, when I had Mycenae? And when all the world came to Mycenae to see my father, Agamemnon? Some fools will tell you he had a face like a dog: but I can put you right. His face was that of a lion, all golden and bushy and his eyes and nose showing through his hair and beard. And sometimes, if he was angry, it was like a boar’s head, with the white tusks pushing up from the dark bristles and the eyes growing small and red with fury. Now can you see Agamemnon? Can you picture such a man wearing the high horse-plumed war-helm? Do you wonder that the children screamed and the mothers turned away if they were carrying babies? Oh, he was a man. There has never been a man in the world since.

	Our city was built on and about a rocky hill that jutted up from the plain of Argolis before the big mountains began. We stood at the world’s cross-roads and from Mycenae you could go anywhere. But we stayed there and let all the world come to us, for it was always summer in Mycenae. Not the simple summer of mere sunshine; the high summer of glory, with my father as the High King of that season.

	We knew, as though the god had put it into our inner hearts, that we were the Chosen, born to rule the world of men. Even the dark-eyed Cretans who lived on the lower slopes of our hill felt this, the folk my great-grandfather had first conquered. They had forgotten this conquest, for we treated them well and married into their best families, and now they claimed a share of our glory too.

	We were good tyrants, not bad ones, doctor. If there was something to learn, we learned it, though it came from the folk we had conquered, and thought it no disgrace. They showed us how to write, and make pretty dresses, and how to store the wine in great jars, and to drink from pretty little cups with high handles. From them, we learned how to paint pictures on our walls and how to bury our dead with gold masks on their faces to do them honour.

	From us, in their turn, they learned to respect land-soldiers—to forget their grandfathers’ ships and to give praise to the swift chariot. They were never great soldiers, but at least we helped them half-way towards it.

	I don’t think the god meant them to be warriors, really. They were an amusing brown-skinned folk with eyes like a deer’s, and there was nothing prettier than those tiny bronze-haired babies that came from the mixture of our peoples. Indeed, my own mother had been such a one, coming from the south, from Laconica, where most folk were Cretan.

	Yes, we dealt with them well, doctor; there’s no gainsaying it. And if, in wine, they bragged about their ancient king Minos, we tried to hold our peace and not boast about our own flaming-haired Pelops, the father of all kings.

	It was the same in the shrines. ‘Allow us to honour Zeus of the Sky and Poseidon Fish-father, Sea-stirrer, Earth-shaker,’ we would say, ‘and you shall have as many altars to the Mother as you wish. You can worship her as maiden, wife or crone, and no one will deny you.’ This we always did, though some of us hardly approved of their sacrifices. Yet it worked well enough, this give and take. Why, at Delphi itself, we let our Apollo leave his shrine for three months in the year, so that their wine-god, Dionysus, could take his place. And down at Amylcae, near my mother’s birth-place, we permitted a joint-festival in honour both of their Hyacinthus and our Apollo. There could be nothing fairer than that: though some young barons, my cousins, who had been there, told me that the first day of the festival made them vomit, seeing how the women ate the chosen one. These barons really went down for the second days’ wine-drinking, they said, when a man might feel safe and could pay his respects to the man-god who protected him.

	Still, live and let live, we said. And there were other things to think about, besides gods and goddesses; though, I confess, they always lay behind our thoughts and deeds. But we shook them off, whenever we could, and got on with our business, until Zeus sent us a warning dream and brought us before his shrine again—or Poseidon made the seas boil and the earth shudder beneath the feet. So, the gods kept us in our places, and we did not hold it against them. It was Ananke, Order.

	Why, Ananke governed Mycenae, from its thatched houses among the olive groves on the plain, to our great family fortress on the hill-top; High Town, they called it. Here, my father, mother, sisters and brother lived, and all our kindred who had no kingdom of their own—with their warrior-companions, servants and slaves. This was as it should be, for the kindred to live on the hill-top: though, naturally, when the distant kings and lords gathered for my father to lead them against the Trojan horse-tamers, there was not room enough at High Town, and our visitors had to lodge down the hill in the pine houses thatched with rushes, and only come up on invitation, to dine in our great hall.

	Our hall was in the middle of High Town. Oh, it was magnificent with its tapering pillars and painted walls, and the round fireplace in the centre where the olive-logs blazed noisily. The vestibule was nearly as big, where the lords gathered before coming in. And the white stairway that led down to the small court was the finest in the world, my father said. When I was little I lost count of all the other rooms that led off from the great hall; there was the women’s room, the bath-house, the armoury, the dairy. . . . Oh, scores of rooms! There were some I never went in, even; little dark places set within the thick stone walls of our palace.

	Then there were the stables and work-rooms beyond that, and the shed for our sacrificial oxen, whose blood must be unmixed with that of lesser breeds.

	Mostly, the cattle and sheep grazed beyond our orchards at the back of the palace, round about the ancient bull-ring that we called the Womb of Hera, and were only brought inside the high walls, into the big outer court, if danger threatened.

	There was a grave-circle in the outer court, too. I don’t know who lay there, but there were about eleven men and six women, called the kindred because they were perhaps ancestors of ours. My father said that once they had lain outside the wall that clenched its fist round High Town, in the big tombs called tholoi; but that King Atreus had had them brought inside because there were grave-robbers about.

	I will tell you about the tholoi some time, doctor. They seemed very strange to me when I was little. My sisters and I used to call them the Beehives, because they had great domes and wild bees made their homes in the dark spaces between the blocks of stone. All through the summer these bees buzzed so loudly, there in the hollow darkness, that you could hear them all over High Town, through the Lion Gate and half-way down the steep ramp that led to the wooden houses and the farms. I can still hear them, doctor; it was a furious noise, as menacing as the bone bull-roarers that the Libyans use before they run naked into battle.

	When we were children, my sisters and I used to put our hands over our ears to shut out this droning from the tombs, because we thought the old dead were calling to us, mocking us, threatening us.

	While I have been telling you this, I remember now that these bees made every summer hideous for me. It is strange, I had never realised that before. I cannot go on, doctor. You must wait a while.
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	I was eleven when my father the king went away in the ships; and my brother Orestes had only just begun to walk a step or two. He was perhaps only a year old. He was always a forward boy, but a very quiet baby.

	I can only just remember what Agamemnon looked like then—a huge man, a giant in his bronze armour and with the high horse-tail plume on his helmet. All the lords were afraid of him, though in his presence they did a lot of laughing and even touched his arm. But I could tell.

	I do not think that I was afraid. I am not sure now. When he was at home, in High Town, by our hearth-fire, he played with me on his hands and knees, growling like a hill-bear or roaring like a desert lion, and tickling me with his bristly hair and sharp beard. He made all the lords wear their hair long, so that the world should see they were Hellenes who prayed openly and upright to the god with the beard, and not the conquered folk who muttered in the dark at the Mother shrine.

	If my mother the queen ever came into the hall while father was playing with me, he would stop and stare at her till she went out again, sniffing and shaking her long bronze-coloured hair. He would stare after her even though she had gone, as though his eyes would follow her down the dark corridors, and push her along to her own chamber. He used to do the same with my two elder sisters, who said they wanted to be priestesses at the Mother shrine when they grew up.

	But it was all right when the nurse, smiling Geilissa, brought baby Orestes in. Father would play with him too and call him ‘baron’. And though the king was so big, Orestes was never afraid of him, and never used to cry when the stiff beard brushed him. I used to scream out when the king whiskered me, but I was only pretending, as girls do, to see what else would happen.

	But when the king was dressed in his war-gear, with the side-flaps of his helmet down, so that you could only see his bright eyes staring, this did frighten me, because he was no longer my father. He was like Zeus then, with his voice booming out of the closed bronze, and echoing till the words lost all their meaning, like the bees in the tholoi.

	Then he would swing me up onto his shoulder and the sharp edges of his corselet used to pinch me. I tried not to say that I was hurt, but I did cry out once, I recall. This made the king very angry with me, and he turned up my tunic and smacked me with the flat of his sword. I can remember what he said while he was doing it. He said, ‘You, an Achaean, and howling because you are hurt! What an example to the world!’

	The sword hurt me, too, but I didn’t mind that kind of hurting. I cannot explain, but in a way it made me love the king all the more for doing it.

	And when the king had gone after this beating, I told my corn doll that I would marry him one day. He was the man for me, the biggest man in the world. I was only about nine then, but for the first years he was away over the sea in Troy I longed for the day he would come back, so that I could marry him. It got very bad at times and even turned me against the boys of my own age in Mycenae.

	In fact, it was so bad that I used to dream I would take the king away from Clytemnestra, my mother. Such thoughts made me ashamed at first, but Geilissa told me that all dreams were sent by Zeus, so after that I told myself that it was the god speaking in the night, not I.

	All the same, in those days, there was nothing wrong about loving your father. Most of the girls I knew, of good family, said they were in love with their fathers and would marry them when they came back from the fighting. Some of them did, I know for a fact, if their mothers had died in the meantime. It was something to do with land-tenure, I think. Only a few, slave girls mostly, liked boys of their own age; but we of the House of Atreus had our own ideas of what was right, and we did not do as the slaves did in those days. Though, the god knows, before we were finished, we lost our pride and were willing to do anything that would put bread into us.

	But in those days, it was not so. The only other man I loved was my baby brother Orestes. He was like a little doll to me. I loved washing him and nuzzling his body, which always smelled so warm and sweet. Many times, when the fit was on me, I would put him to my chest and implore Zeus to let milk come out of me. And when it didn’t, I wept to hand him back to Geilissa, to be wet-nursed.

	Once she said to me, with her crooked smile, ‘If you want milk for the prince, then one day there’s an easier way of getting it than praying to the Man God, Electra.’

	I asked her how, and she told me something that sounded silly and impossible. It concerned her young brother, a cowman in the sheds behind the great hall. She said he was a great hand at it, and her winking and gestures were so confusing that I didn’t know whether to run out to him straightaway, or to call the soldier at the door and tell him to beat her.

	I ended by putting my hands over my ears, as though I was not listening, but I left a little space between my fingers so that I could hear.

	I remember, she laughed and said, ‘Oh, ’tis a small thing, lady. Especially for a fine boy like the prince. Someone is doing it all the time—why, even your own mother—and once they are used to it, it gets better and better. You will find out.’

	My mother the queen came in while this was being said. She was tall, with bronze hair and a deathly white face. She always painted her mouth very red. I liked her in one way, but feared her in another. This day she smiled at us in her stiff, mask-like way, and said through her sharp teeth, ‘If I catch her at it, I will see that she loses all taste for it afterwards. And I’ll see that your brother does, too.’

	When she went out, Geilissa made a very rude sign behind her back. I did not want the nurse to see that I agreed with her, because we of the kingly folk were not supposed to speak of one another to the slaves, or even to the better class of Cretans. So I went away, too, and ran up to my room above the armoury, where my little loom stood. There I worked at making shawls and ribbons for Orestes, thinking that if I could not suckle him, at least I could help to clothe him.
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	There was a loud shouting outside in the lower court before the palace. It was a bright clear morning, with a touch of frost in the air, and the roofs of the barons’ houses silvered, the colour a snail leaves behind him in the grass.

	I was with my father. This was about a year before he left us. He was sitting on a carved oak stool and I was standing between his knees, tracing the dragons on his breastplate with one hand, and holding my corn doll with the other.

	It is strange how clearly I see this—yet I forget what I broke my fast on only yesterday. Clearly, I recall the harsh dry scent of his hair and beard, the chill touch of his bronze armour, the deep tone of his voice that seemed to come from the cavern of his great chest, as water comes from the dark holes in rocks.

	It was one of the last few times I was quite alone with my father, so that is why I remember it, perhaps.

	I said, ‘King, why are you looking so grim? Why do you wear your breastplate every day now?’

	He smiled and stroked my hair. ‘There are things a little girl would not understand, Electra.’

	‘Try me and see, father. I can understand embroidery and where calves come from.’

	‘Those things are easy, daughter. Zeus looks after the one, and a little fish-bone needle the other. But my grim looks and armour are not things themselves, they are the signs of other things, of something that lies back, and back, and back. There, I told you that you would not understand.’

	He smoothed my dress and told me that I was getting to be a big girl. I pulled away from him and, dropping my corn doll, took hold of his hair on either side and tugged at it.

	‘You are a bad father! Other fathers tell their daughters about things. Urana’s father tells her how chickens get in eggs, and where the sun goes at night. But you don’t tell me anything. And I am a year older than Urana.’

	He bent and scratched his leg, where the bronze guard had chafed it. Then he looked up and said, ‘Urana’s father is only a second-class baron. He can walk round his boundaries in one short morning. A man like that, with only two wives, and about eight cows, has time to bother his head with eggs and where the sun goes. But kings. . . . Ah, kings are different.’

	I was always being told this. It was often said with a sort of darkness, as though it was all a secret that children should not hear about. I said, ‘Please do not say this again, father. I have seen you in the bath, and I did not notice that you were much different from the boys I swim with in the stream. And if you mean that kings sometimes have to go under the axe, then that is not very different from being a soldier and having a sword hit you—or being a farmer’s slave and having a bull gore you.’

	Agamemnon held me by the shoulders and said, ‘I know, death comes to all of us. But who told you about kings going under the axe, my sweet?’

	His hands were so big that they seemed to fold round me entirely. My father the king was the biggest man in Hellas, I thought at that time. He was of the blood of giants, of Titans. I used to think that he could take any man in Hellas and break him apart with one twist. When he held my shoulders so, I wondered whether he meant to do that to me.

	Frightened, I said, ‘Old Aphaea, the nurse. She tells me the ancient tales when she puts me to bed, father.’

	He reached down and sat me on his knee.

	‘My little Amber Princess, my Electra, half the trouble in this world is that old nurses will tell stories when they put children to bed. Most of our fears come from these old nurses. Especially the Cretan nurses, who will for ever be remembering magic. One day, I must make a rule to stop it. We will have all the old nurses put onto an island out in the sea, then they can tell each other these tales, till the wolves come down the hill and eat them up!’

	‘You are trying to put me off again, king. I asked you why you always looked so grim recently, and why you wore your armour every day. You are being sly with me, father, and I don’t like that. You are a crafty Greek, that’s what you are.’

	He bent me over and smacked my bottom with his big hand, gently though, and said, ‘Very well, princess, if you must know, you must. But listen carefully, and don’t interrupt. . . . You see, we are all poor men in Hellas these days.’

	I said, ‘But, father, we have a great house, and my mother has fine clothes and jewels. Even Urana’s father has three swords and a carved chest to keep them in.’

	Agamemnon answered, ‘If you interrupt again, I shall hang you in the pear tree for the hawks to peck at. That’s better, now be silent. I was saying that we are poor men, and by that I do not mean a few swords or a house or two—I mean that we only have what we can grow out of the earth, with our own hands; or only the calves and lambs that our beasts bear. We have nothing to spare, no gold to take to other lands and bargain with. All the gold has gone, my sweet.’

	‘That is a silly thing to say, father. Gold does not go. It cannot get up on its feet and walk away like a man. How can it go?’

	‘I wish you had stayed with Aphaea and played with your doll! Your questions make my head spin! Listen now; once we had gold, but much of it has gone back into the ground, into the graves, masks on the faces of the dead ones. Other gold has become arm-bands and neck-rings on ladies who will not give it up, or on warriors who have sailed away and died beyond the world’s edge. Other gold has gone to Hittites and Phoenicians and Libyans. Now do you see?’

	‘I see only that you are trying to fox me with all this talk, father. Don’t you see that I can understand anything, if only you tell me? I am nearly eleven, and in three years I shall be old enough to marry a man, and have a baby of my own. That is old.’

	Agamemnon gave a little gasp and pulled at the tight neck-ring he always wore. Then he put me down quite roughly, and went to the window. He was so immense, my father, that he blocked out all the light from the window. The room got dark straightaway. I thought he was crying at first, and I didn’t know why a great king should cry, especially in our family, the Kin of Atreus. We were not supposed to cry, neither the boys nor the girls. When my mother, Clytemnestra, first told me of this, she said, ‘My child, we are as a model for all the world. In us the lessons of the gods are made flesh. What we do, that the gods wish for all men one day. By acting as we do, men may grow to be perfect in the eyes of the gods. Gods never weep. If we weep, then we are betraying the gods. We are showing disobedience and weakness, Electra. So we deserve punishment. Learn always to control your tears, then you will not be beaten.’

	I went to my father by the window and said, ‘A fine thing, for a king to weep.’ But he did not listen to me. Remember, I was only eleven, and so I began to tug at his sword-belt and his kilt, and to stamp my foot on the floor, quite angry. ‘Stop this!’ I shouted at him. ‘If you go on weeping, I shall weep, too. I do not want you to sail away and leave me, but I have not wept about it so far. Do stop!’

	Then he half-turned from the window and gazed down at me. His face looked very old and wrinkled and leathery, like a tired god; but his eyes were blinking and his throat was moving, and tears ran down into his rough beard. And that made him seem less than a god, less than a king. It was the first time I had ever seen a man crying, and it was like the end of the world. I began to beat at the king’s legs, crying myself by this time. Suddenly, he stooped and picked me up, lightly, like a doll, and said, ‘You have seen what no other has seen, my daughter. You have seen a god crying.’

	‘You are no god! I know now that you are like anyone else, father.’

	I said it bitterly, yet even in that bitterness I loved him more than ever.

	The king said, ‘I do not know. I think I feel different from other men, but there is a little part of me that is like other men, perhaps. The part that is not yet god.’

	‘You cannot tell me that, now, father. I saw you crying. Why, the tears are still on your cheek.’

	I began to wipe them away as he carried me about the room. He said, ‘It is when I think of you growing up and taking a man, Electra. That is when I am not a god. Consider; a king, even a great king such as I am, has few pleasures. He must always be at his trade of king, always giving judgement, giving battle, giving men a rule to live by. A king’s whole life is giving. So, there are times when he feels as though he wishes to receive, instead of giving. Yet what can he receive from others that his own power could not get for him? It is like giving once again, but to himself this time. Always giving.’

	Now I was ruffling his hair and rubbing his stubbly beard the wrong way. I was hardly listening.

	He said, ‘A king has only the love of his children to receive. That is his only reward for being a king. Only his close dear ones can give him that. So, when you speak of another man, a husband, I weep. Now do you understand?’

	I pretended that I did, and said, ‘Yes, yes, yes! So tell me why you must sail away with the chiefs and barons and headmen, to leave me. If you love me so much, why leave me? I am ready to play with you in the orchard and on the hills every day, yet you plan to go away. Is that your love?’

	He set me down on a table and clasped me round the waist. ‘All men, even kings, must often do what they have no taste for. A king is the chosen of his people, and he must do what is best for them. Hellas needs gold, and I must lead the men to get it. Far over the sea, my love, beyond the islands, where the great creatures spout in the waters, there lies a city of gold. The Phrygians who live there sit in gold chairs and eat off gold plates. To them, gold is as bronze to us, no more. Even their children play with gold dolls, and their dogs wear gold collars.’

	Then the king walked away from me, beating one hand into the other and saying, ‘That gold I must have. I shall destroy the city of the Phrygians, and shall drive them like beasts into the wilderness. Then our ships can sail up along the route old Jason discovered, to get gold from all the distant streams, and no one to stop us.’

	I was about to answer him when the curtains opened and my Aunt Helen came in. She was my mother’s young sister, but was very different from Clytemnestra, whose face was thin and her hair reddish. Aunt Helen’s face was oval and plump, and her hair was so yellow that it looked like spun gold. She wore it down her back, proudly, like an unmarried girl. She had been married to my father’s brother, Uncle Menelaus, for ten years, yet she always tried to look like a maiden. Her bodice was so small that her breasts showed, like apples. She used to paint them, to make them even prettier, as unmarried girls did in those days. Her dresses were always very rich and splendid, with gold wire fringes on the skirts, in the Assyrian mode; and lions embroidered all over her cloak. But one never noticed what she was wearing, really. Aunt Helen’s body always seemed to be speaking, even through the richest robes.

	And there was always a strange scent about her. It was like musk, or some sharp herb. Perhaps like the faint smell of pinewoods, or of aromatic leaves burning in the distance. It was so much a part of her that I would have known if my Aunt Helen was in the room, even with my eyes shut.

	She came to me as I sat on the table, with my legs dangling, and kissed me, letting her thick hair fall all about me until it seemed as though I was in a tent of gold. I touched her breasts, and even nibbled one of them, in game. She pretended to smack me and said, ‘You are as bad as your father, Electra!’

	The king frowned and lifted me off the table. ‘Go into the cowshed,’ he said, ‘and see that those lazy slaves have milked all the cows.’

	Aunt Helen saw my look, and said, ‘Then after a while come back and I will have a present for you. But do not hurry, for I have not got the present ready yet.’

	I saw her glance at Agamemnon in a secret way I did not like. So I pretended to go to the barn, but turned round and came back, quietly along the passage, and hid myself among the curtains, where I could peep into the room.
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	All my life I have remembered what I saw and heard in that room, and the guilt of my listening has often run across my body at night like little mice scuttering, or small birds pecking inside me.

	Agamemnon loomed like a dark bronze statue in the corner by the window, while Helen stood before him, simple as a farm girl now, clasping her narrow hands. Her voice, low and rough as a boy’s, said, ‘What of my family, brother? There are Menelaus and Hermione to think of.’

	The king rubbed at his beard. ‘Not again, for god’s sake. We have been over it all before, woman. In this life there are tasks for us all. Does the young bull-leaper grovel on his knees whenever he smells the dung in the straw? Does the priestess draw back from catching blood in the libation cup?’

	Helen lowered her gold head. ‘These you mention are trained for their work. I, wife and mother. . . .’

	Agamemnon began to laugh and to thump his hard brown fist against his armour.

	‘Zeus! Zeus! Zeus!’ he kept saying. Then, ‘You get too nice, sister. I could name a dozen young fellows who have assisted at your training.’

	But Helen would not let him say more. She swore with words that I had only heard among the slaves before, then ran at him and beat her narrow hands on his bronze breastplate, like a frantic woman chased by wolves, trying to get past a village gate.

	Agamemnon was laughing down at her. He was so tall, she could not reach up to his face with her fists. Then he suddenly put his arms around her and drew her onto his armour. She was crying now that it hurt her, that he was bruising her, that she would have to explain the marks to Menelaus when she reached home again. But the king only growled at her, and bent over her, rubbing his harsh face against her smooth one. He was like a great bear, nuzzling its cub. Aunt Helen had stopped squealing out and was sighing and shuddering and trying to pull off her robe.

	For a moment I almost thought of running into the room, to help her wrestle with my father, thinking that this was a game they played. But something stopped me, something that seemed to whisper at the back of my head, ‘Don’t go! Don’t meddle! This is not for you!’ I know now, what it was, but I was only a little girl then. So, I waited and watched, as far as I could, the curtains being in the way of some things. I saw the king wrap his heavy cloak round them both, and I heard Helen crying and laughing. I was very puzzled. I think I went to sleep for a while, in the hot afternoon, with the flies whirring round me in the dim passage-way.

	Then all at once the curtains by me swung open waking me, and my father swept out, striding with long steps, his bronze sword-scabbard hitting against the stone walls, his cloak flaring out and taking all light from the place. I was glad that a fold of the curtain fell over me and he did not see that I had been spying on him.

	For a while I sat there, then I heard Aunt Helen crying, and I went into the room. She was surprised to see me, but she sat up from the floor and arranged her robe. Then she wiped her eyes with the back of her slender hand and began to smile. I smiled also, because her hand had lain on the dusty floor and now her tears and the dust had left a smear across her painted face, giving her a comical look.

	She drew me onto her lap and said, ‘Where have you come from, Electra? Have you been listening outside, then?’

	I nodded my head. There was nothing I could think to say. Her gilded breast showed over her torn bodice and I touched it, as she often let me do. But this time she drew away from my hand with a little grimace. Then she smiled and patted my head.

	‘There were things happening that you could not understand?’

	I said, ‘The king was hurting you, wasn’t he?’

	Helen shrugged her shoulders. ‘They almost always do. Kings, princes, barons, slaves. . . . They are all men. And men become furious and thoughtless. They can’t help it, Electra. Zeus made them like that. And perhaps it is just as well. If it were only like slipping into a warm bath, then we wouldn’t know it had happened, would we?’

	I nodded, but I didn’t know what she was talking about. I got up and sat on father’s stool. Aunt Helen still sat on the floor, like a cat stretching when it wakes.

	I said, ‘My father’s armour has scratched you, aunt. It is bleeding a little. Shall I get a cloth?’

	She wiped her fingers over the scratch, then ran them down the skirt of her robe and smiled. ‘It is not the first time, and it will not be the last.’

	In a while, she rose and came over to me, standing before me so that I smelled her musky scent. She reminded me of a mother cat, all furry and soft and warm.

	She said, ‘Do you ever dream of Zeus, my love?’

	I nodded that I did. She said, ‘What shape does he take in your dream? A bull? A fish? A goat?’

	I said, ‘No. He is always like my father, the king. Always big, with a beard and red eyes, and that armour he wears. With the smell of horses on him. Like that.’

	Aunt Helen sat down beside me and said, ‘Yes, that is how it is with me. I will tell you a secret—I think that Agamemnon is a god. No, not the highest god, perhaps—but a god, all the same.’

	I took hold of her hand and held it to my cheek, as though it were a bird that had fallen from its nest and needed warming.

	‘We both love him, do we not, Electra?’

	‘I would do anything for him, aunt. I would lie down and let a bullock-cart roll over me. I would jump into the sea from the highest cliff. I would let him hack my head off, anything.’

	Helen nodded, and hugged me to her. ‘So would I. If Agamemnon wanted to eat me in a pie, then I would let the cooks chop me up into steaks. If he wanted to eat me raw, I would hold out my arm and say, “Here it is, lord. Devour me!” ’

	We both began to laugh then, our arms round one another, as though we were one flesh. Many folk said that we looked as alike as two twin sisters. That made me glad, because Helen was very sweet and pretty.

	At last she said, ‘Men talk of freedom, but that is only a word. There is no freedom; there is only serving the god. And if the god is the king, then freedom is serving the king. Serving Agamemnon.’

	I agreed with her. She said, ‘Just as the king must sometimes die for his people, as their Shepherd, so we must die for him if he wishes it.’

	Her voice was so hushed and hoarse that I looked at her, fearing she would weep again. But she shook the tears away from her eyes and smiled.

	‘I shall tell you another secret, Electra. And you mustn’t tell your cousin Hermione about it, or she will cry and have nightmares. Do you promise?’

	I nodded my head, and she whispered, ‘Soon I am to be sacrificed. What do you think of that?’

	I almost pulled away from her with shock, but she held me close, laughing. ‘Silly goose! Silly goose! I don’t mean like that—dead flesh, white, with no blood, just smelling cold.’

	I hugged her warm body again and laughed in relief. ‘I am so glad, aunt. Our cat caught a shrew yesterday and bit its body open. I saw what was inside. It was horrible. I would not like you to be like that.’

	She said, ‘There’d be much more of me, and different, I can tell you! But no, it’s not that.’

	I said, ‘What then?’

	She made me wait a long time. She was thinking how to say it, perhaps.

	‘You know we have no gold in Hellas?’

	‘Yes, the king told me about that. The Horse-tamers have it all now.’

	Helen said, ‘Someone has to get it from them.’

	I began to laugh, seeing my aunt wearing hard armour over her soft body and facing bearded Phrygians with a heavy sword in her little hand. She knew what I was thinking and she said, ‘There are other ways to fight than with a sword, Electra.’ But she was laughing, too. Helen always laughed a lot. Some of the men called her the merry queen. They never called my mother, Clytemnestra, that.

	‘In a way, though, I am the sword of Hellas. The instrument, the tool. If I go to Troy, then the Hellenes will fight to get me back. They will kill the men of Troy, and then there will be gold in Mycenae once more.’

	I scratched my head. ‘It seems wasteful. Could not the men of Hellas just go in their ships to Troy, without sending you there first? Why put you to the trouble, Aunt Helen?’

	She made her eyes small and looked up at the rafters where the doves perched.

	‘It is no trouble. There is a prince there I would like to meet; Paris, the son of King Priam. And besides, both the Phrygians and ourselves pray to Zeus—so we must have a good excuse to offer to the god if we are to kill his other people. I am that excuse. In a way, I am almost sacred, you see. Being the chosen one has made me different from all the others.’

	I said, ‘Does Uncle Menelaus know this?’

	She smiled at me then and said, ‘I have not spoken to him about it. It lies like a wall of silence between us. But I think he knows. These things one does not talk about.’

	I said, ‘Then, if he knows, all the other kings will know, and the barons and the soldiers.’

	She nodded and said, ‘When I walk among them, all talk stops. They stand with their heads bowed until my shadow has passed by them on the pavements. They are proud if I notice them or smile at them. It is a great honour to be chosen.’

	‘But what if it goes wrong, aunt? What if you do become like the shrew, with the inside showing, and smelling cold?’

	Aunt Helen rose and flung her cloak about her. She kissed me on the forehead and said, ‘I try not to think of that, Electra. That is what my dreams are about, every night. But in the sunlight, I do not think of it. I meet everything as it comes. That is the only way to live, my dear. You will discover that, as you get older.’

	At the door she turned and said, ‘If you do not, then you will go mad.’ She went then, along the dark passage-way. I think she was weeping again, but suddenly I found a little beetle trying to carry a mud ball on its back. When I had finished helping him, my aunt had gone, and I ran out into the sunshine.
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	I was in my mother’s room and the soldiers had stopped drilling. Some of them, the leaders, were on a small dusty mound outside the palace, lying about and laughing, waving their hands and showing their white teeth to the sun. Most of them were boys; yet they were kings and chieftains in other parts of Hellas. They sprawled carelessly, in their short kilts, their legs burnt deep brown by last year’s good summer, the summer that had scorched our crops and left us too often hungry.

	My father the king stood on the mound above them, enormous in his full growth. He balanced on one leg, leaning on his tall spear, his other leg wrapped about the ash-shaft, like a waiting herdsman. The young men laughed at his jokes, and made jests back at him. He threw up his head and laughed at times, and the sound of his laughter came into the room to us through the undraped window.

	All at once, my mother said, ‘Come away from the window, Electra. Those young kings are shameless, lying about there.’

	I came away, for no one disobeyed Clytemnestra; but I felt she was unfair. I thought the young men looked well in their breast-plates and short kilts, with their high-plumed helmets lying beside them, and their swords piled in a heap, as though they had forgotten about war.

	Clytemnestra was weaving at a little olive-wood loom, passing the shuttle between the strands of the warp nimbly, with long white fingers. She was very different from Aunt Helen, more clever, but stricter. Yet just as pretty in a fiercer, thinner way. One of her eyes was deep blue and the other grey, and this always gave her a searching, sneering look, even when one knew about it. Her name meant ‘fierce lover’, but as she sat at the loom, her dark robe tight about her throat and her thick bronze hair covered with a black hood, there seemed to be little love about her.

	I said, ‘Are you going to weave a picture of the king in the cloth, mother?’

	She was long in answering. ‘No, this is a scarf for your sister, Iphigenia. If she is to become a priestess of the Mother, then she should have such a scarf, with all the symbols on it.’

	I said, ‘But it is Chrysothemis, the eldest, who is the priestess of Hera’s shrine, here in the palace. Iphigenia is like me—she only wants to play, and have babies of her own to nurse and dress. She does not want to shut herself up and do those things at sacrifice times.’

	My mother’s fingers halted a little in their weaving.

	‘Iphigenia has no choice, Electra. She must do as the gods wish. So must we all. Besides, it is very convenient, and we who rule the land must always think of that.’

	‘What does convenient mean, mother?’

	She smiled now, and looked for a moment as though she might pick me up and hug me. But that mood passed, and she went on with her work.

	‘When the men have gone away,’ she said later, ‘we shall need all the priestesses we can get to keep Hellas in order. The slaves will only obey priestesses—you know that. They worship the Mother, secretly in the straw, whatever the king commands. There must be a hundred clay images scattered here and there among our own stables.’

	‘But there are other folk besides slaves in Hellas, mother. Hellenes who pray to Zeus, as we do.’

	Clytemnestra gave another of her smiles, but a wrinkled one this time, and said, ‘When the men are gone to the war, there will be no one left between Mycenae and Olympus worth bothering about. And when the men come back, your two sisters will be too old to make a good marriage.’

	I said, ‘What do you mean? I asked you what convenient meant, mother.’

	‘And I am trying to tell you, child. While this war is on, I cannot have Chrysothemis and Iphigenia running off and marrying the first brisk young peasant who touches their legs. So, they shall be kept safe in their shrines. And when your father comes back, if he ever does, there shall be no peasant bastards haggling at him for his throne.’

	My mother never explained things to me simply, as Agamemnon did. She lacked the patience to find words I would understand. She was impatient in all things—which is why her name was what it was.

	After a time she said, ‘Why are you standing sulking, child? Be off and feed the hens, or see if little Orestes is crying.’

	I stared at her then began to cry. She left her loom and came over to me, putting her arm round me and drawing me to her.

	‘There,’ she said, ‘I see now; it is because I said your father might not come back. . . . Is that it?’

	I nodded, and she smiled. ‘You think he is a god, don’t you, Electra? One who could walk through a raging fire unmarked?’

	I nodded again. ‘He will come back,’ I said. ‘He could come out of the jaws of Poseidon unhurt, or kill a bear with his teeth.’

	Clytemnestra was not warm, like Aunt Helen. Under her shift, her body was as cool as a stone in a stream. She said, ‘It is right that little girls should make their fathers into gods. But you are eleven now, and you must be starting to grow up, Electra. Agamemnon is not a god, whatever you think. He is only a man; a strong man, certainly, but a man. Do you know, he weeps if he hears a sad song?’

	I said, ‘Of course I know that! Do not the gods weep? Is that not rain?’

	Clytemnestra shook her head. ‘I can see that you will be hard to convince,’ she whispered. ‘Then hear this; your father the king has the name, through all Hellas, of being the bravest man, the most resolute warrior. Yet, I can tell you, he never sleeps before a battle. He prowls the room all night, weeping, and being as sick as a dog. What do you think of that?’

	I hated her for telling me, and said, ‘It is a lie! I have seen him sitting in the saddle as they started out, laughing and throwing his sword up into the air with the others. And I have seen him when they come back, shouting and yelling out for drink to wash the dust from his throat. And the heads of the defeated kings hanging from his horse’s neck. Is that not brave, then?’

	My mother left me and sat down at her loom again. She said, ‘He puts on a good show, as a High King should. But his warriors do not see him in his bedroom at night. They think that they are the only ones who are sick with terror, so they respect him. Yet, one day, perhaps, he will be a head hanging from a horse’s neck. Then men will know that he is not a god after all.’

	I could stand this no longer. Suddenly, hardly knowing what I was doing, I ran at my mother and struck at her. She was startled, but the smile never left her face. Her annoyance showed only in her strange eyes. She tried to hold my hands, but my fingers caught in her fine shift and tore it open. Then I drew back, afraid, for I had never seen her body before, and it was not what I had thought.

	From ribs to knees, she was marked with a tracery of blue and red, the flesh slightly raised where the marks were. I saw that there were snakes and palm trees and even bull’s horns on her. At first she was about to cover these things up again; but then she thought a little longer and just sat there, showing herself to me, and smiling.

	‘I have worn these since I was your age, Electra,’ she said. ‘It was the fashion in Laconica, before I married your father. All the princesses were pricked with bone needles and dyes rubbed in.’

	I said, ‘Aunt Helen is not like this. I have seen her, and she is all clean and the colour of honey.’

	Clytemnestra shrugged and answered, ‘She may be the colour of honey, but she is not clean. I should know that, she is my sister, and I know most of her secrets.’

	She quickly wrapped her shift about her and fastened it with a strand of red wool.

	Then all at once she said, ‘Electra, you know well enough that I love you. Yet you know that I cannot always find the words to tell you so. It is as though there is a coldness in me, a shyness, that ties my tongue down. Your father is different. He can come out with it and make his heart known. Helen is the same. She can sing as freely as a bird, all that is in her. Yet she forgets just as freely. I am not like that. What I feel, I feel for ever. Yet I am dumb to tell what I feel, at times, even when I feel it the most strongly.’

	I was still staring at her, thinking of the marks on her body that I had never seen before. I said softly, ‘Mother, it comes to me now—you are a witch. Those marks mean you are a witch.’

	She did not even hear me, and perhaps it is just as well. Instead, she said, ‘I was not always like that, my dear. Once, I was as brisk and warm as Helen. That was years ago, when I was a young girl. You do not know this, but I may as well tell you, for no doubt if I do not, someone else will, before long.’

	Her voice flowed on, harsh, like water over sharp stones in the dry season, when the shrivelled reeds crackle in the sun. I was thinking of the marks, not of her words, until she said, ‘And in those days I had a husband, a boy as young as I was, Tantalus.’

	Now I began to prick up my ears, for this was new to me. I said, ‘But Agamemnon, mother . . .?’

	She waved me aside and said, ‘Tantalus and I lived as though each day was a lifetime, and every wood and field a whole world. The sun shone for us alone; the streams flowed only for us; the early aconite came up out of the cold earth only to cheer us. All the folk adored us in those bright spring days, and ran to the doors of their cottages to watch us pass, our arms about each other, singing. And then we had our baby, and Tantalus stood by me while it was born and wiped my forehead. We loved that child, perhaps too much. One day warriors raided us and burned down our house. Their king put his sword into Tantalus, and then struck off the child’s head as I held it in my arms, at the breast. I could show you the mark now, where the sharp bronze bit into me, too.’

	She began to wipe her eyes on her shift, though I saw no tears. Then she said, ‘They were hard times. When all the kings fought together like dogs, each tearing at the bone in the other’s jaws.’

	I said, ‘And did my father, Agamemnon, save you from the raiders, mother? Is that it?’

	She began to laugh and to rip at the strands of wool on her loom, spoiling the cloth.

	‘Your father was the raider. He was the man who put the sword into Tantalus and killed my first-born.’

	Somehow, I knew that she was going to say this. The scent of it had passed across the room to me even before the words were spoken, just as a farm-dog knows a wolf is about, even before he has seen him. And at the same time, though I had come from her body, I knew that there was something of me my mother hated, some part of Agamemnon.

	I ran out of the room, crying, ‘A witch! A witch!’

	She did not try to follow me, and I was soon ashamed of myself. In the courtyard, near the well, my sister Iphigenia sat, combing her hair and whistling to the doves on the red roof of the great hall. She was two years, perhaps three, older than I was, and her body had begun to show under her shift, making me envious. She stopped whistling and said with a smile, ‘Hey, what’s the matter? Or have you broken your doll?’

	I fell at her feet and said, ‘Sister, our mother is a witch, and our father is a murderer. And mother’s body is all marked with blue lines and red lines, right down to her knees, like the warp and weft on a loom.’

	Iphigenia began to comb my hair then, and patted me so hard on the back that I choked. ‘Child, child,’ she said, ‘surely you have been deaf and blind all your life.’

	I looked up and said, ‘Did you know, then?’

	Iphigenia laughed in the sunlight and said, ‘All the women of the Laconian royal house are like that, except Aunt Helen. She wouldn’t let the old men do it when she came of marriage age. She fought and bit them when they got the little needles to her, and said they shouldn’t spoil her body. Being tattooed doesn’t make mother a witch, dear. As for the king being a murderer, it is true that he killed Tantalus. But then, all kings have killed other kings. It is the law, just as it is the law for the king stallion to kill other king stallions and so take over the mares. Bears and wolves and foxes do it, too. It is the law of the god. So there is nothing wrong in it.’

	I said, ‘Then, one day, another king will kill our father?’ I began to cry again at this; I was too young to learn all the truth of the world in one day.

	Iphigenia lifted me up and said, ‘If Agamemnon is a god, then that puts him out of reach of swords, doesn’t it?’

	I pushed my damp hair back and said, ‘But how do we know he is a god, now? Mother says he is sick before a battle, and surely the gods are not as weak as that? Surely his sickness means that he is mortal, and will fall under the sword of another?’

	My sister straightened my dress and wiped the dust off my legs with her hand. Then she said, ‘That about being sick is nothing. I’ll tell you what it is; father sups milk, as we all do. But on the evening before a battle, he goes into the tents with the other men and also drinks wine. Now, you know what our Mycenaean wine is—sharp and sour as a crab-apple. Put it to yourself, sour wine on top of milk. The milk curdles, you see, and becomes too heavy for the stomach to tolerate. So the stomach throws it up, and the man is sick. Try it some time, when Mother is not about. You will be sick, just as anyone would be. But that will not mean you are afraid.’

	I laughed then and kissed her. She had almost made my father into a god again, with a few kind words. I said, ‘It is right that you should be a priestess, sister, for you have truth in your heart and can tell it to others.’

	Her face became very serious then, and she took me by the arm, pinching me a little. ‘Come,’ she said, ‘let us go out and watch the men throwing javelins.’
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	Another thing comes back to me again and again, doctor. There are many nights, even now, when its memory pushes through my dreams as a man pushes through a door curtain and comes suddenly into a room, when everyone thought he was miles away.

	I was playing on my own at evening, away from High Town, up the grey hillside in one of the shallow quarries where once the masons had dug out the stone that made the tholoi and our palace. I did not mind being alone, among the wild thyme and brown grasses that now covered the dusty basin.

	I called this my secret bower and not even Iphigenia knew that I used to go there. In this quarry there were little brown flickering lizards that stuck on the sheer rocks like images, until I coughed. Then they would be away, zig-zagging like the god’s lightning, into crevices too small even for my little finger.
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