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Selvedge


I am not

princess,

nymph,

demigod.

I am not

beautiful,

rich,

educated.

I have no

divine blood,

noble connections,

patron goddess.

I am Arachne.

Known for my skill alone.

And for that

I am proud.

Too proud, some say, snickering

when I turn my back.

The verses and myths

all agree: hubris

leads to my demise.

But the bards and poets

often get it wrong, especially

when they speak of

girls and women.

So I will tell you

my version

of the story

and let you decide.








Warp

1.


An early memory,

warmly toasted and softened

around the edges by time:

Spin, my child, spin.

If I close my eyes,

I can hear

my mother’s voice,

melodic

bright

like water splashing

from a fountain.

I can see her face,

eyes crinkled

in the corners,

olive flecked with amber.

Loose waves of dark hair

falling past her shoulders.

She claps.

Her hands are calloused

from hours at the loom,

fingers stained at the tips

from the herbs

she picks and grinds.

She sings,

Spin, my child, spin.

My heels, freed

from their sandals,

bounce to the beat.

My toes enjoy

the cool press

of the stone floor

beneath them.

The music is a river

and I jump in.

It sweeps me up

in its quick current.

I laugh, clap, twirl.

Father would not approve

of such folly,

but he is still at work

down among the dye vats,

so Mother and I wear our joy

openly, without shame.

Spin, my child, spin.

My legs, unsteady

with youth, wobble

as I stomp and twist

round and round,

round and

round and       round and

round.

My head delights

in the dizziness—

the loss of control

as the room unravels

in whorls of color and light.

High above,

a spider

hangs

in

the

air.

Spinning, like me.

Is she dancing

or hunting?

Or both?

I balance on tiptoes,

chin raised, eyes wide

with fear and wonder.

My mother follows

the thread of my gaze

up.

up

up

The spider descends

from the rafters

into the space between us,

her gossamer silk so fine

it is nearly invisible.

There, she floats, suspended

in the summer air

like a deity

among the dust motes.

I scream and duck.

Stop, Arachne. Look.

My mother rests a gentle hand

on my shoulder.

She is a fellow weaver.

See how she works?

With grace and utility

in perfect harmony.

We stare a moment longer.

The spider is grotesquely beautiful

and beautifully grotesque.

A marvel, isn’t she?

My mother lifts her hand,

inviting the spider

onto her palm,

then places it outside

in a patch of sage and scrub.

Lots of flies near the sty, she tells the spider,

as though they are old friends.

Best to spin outdoors this time of year.

In the yard, our pigs snuffle,

scratching their bristled haunches

against the fence boards,

their troughs abuzz with insects.

Yes, the spider will feast well there.

I smile, glad to see it crawl away

and warmed by the kindness

my mother affords

even the smallest creatures.

Farther in the distance,

temples and altars

dot the Lydian hillside.

Incense burns;

slaughtered rams

spill their blood

for the gods and goddesses

we are meant to

adore and appease.

But more than

clever Athena,

swift Hermes, or

pretty Aphrodite,

it is my mother

I admire most

in the world.



2.


I only dance

within the walls

of our humble home,

for my legs grow curved

as an archer’s bow.

I will never be graceful

like the nymphs

who sway and bend as easily

as willow branches

to the sounds of lutes and lyres.

My gait is ungainly,

but my arms and hands

are strong and capable.

I can climb a tree

with impressive speed.

It is a useless skill,

especially for a girl,

yet it brings me

great satisfaction.

When I prepare to climb,

I knot my skirts around my crooked knees

and plait my hair into tight braids,

to keep it from falling into my eyes.

I test the strength of each branch

as I ascend, avoiding weak or rotten limbs,

to keep myself from smashing

onto the ground below.

There, high amid the boughs,

I discover troves of acorns,

delicate birds’ nests,

sprawling views of the Lydian hills,

and an intoxicating sense of freedom.



3.


Food is sometimes scarce at our table,

but my mother never runs out of stories.

I love hearing about Jason’s Golden Fleece,

the maze-entrapped Minotaur,

the one-eyed Cyclops.

A bard travels to Hyponia from time to time

to sing in our village square.

I enjoy his tales,

but they’re not as good as Mother’s.

He often mixes up

the monsters and the heroes.




4.


A memory, burned at the edges,

tasting of soured milk and shame:

We visit the market where Mother trades

cloth and herb salves for meat,

briny olives, dried beans.

It is loud, crowded, too hot.

The air is heavy with the scent

of sweat, overripe fruit, salted fish.

Wagon wheels kick up dust.

Mules leave their droppings

in the street. A feral dog barks.

My eyes sting;

my nose burns.

I cling to my mother’s skirts,

timid, only six years of age.

A woman catches my mother’s attention

from across the crowded stalls,

her features obscured by a pale shawl.

She adjusts the fabric

ever so briefly, revealing

pleading eyes and

angry boils rising

from her cheekbones.

It is unclear whether she has been burned

or if disease mars her face.

Regardless of the cause,

my mother seems determined to help.

She retrieves a small clay jar

from inside her basket.

Wait here, Arachne.

I will return in a moment, Mother says,

giving a subtle nod to the veiled woman,

who bows her head gratefully

before slipping like a shadow

into an uncrowded alley.

I do not want to stand alone

amid the noise and heat,

but Mother says some wares

must be traded quietly,

beyond the prying eyes

of the gossiping marketplace.

Go fetch some figs or dates,

she says, pressing a coin into my palm.

I don’t want to leave her side,

but I do love the sticky sweetness

of dried dates.

What a strange, sickly child.

The cooper gawks as I pass.

A scrap of a girl,

more skittish than a mouse,

the fishmonger agrees.

Her eyes, too large.

Her nose, poorly shaped.

I hurry through the aisles,

humiliation and bile rising

in my throat.

Look how oddly she walks.…

Sallow skin and thin lips, too.

What a shame, the tanner clucks.

And such dull hair, dark as coal.

No future, that one.

I smolder like an ember inside,

but stay quiet, too shy

and ashamed

to respond or fight back.

I hang my head and

quicken my pace,

avoiding their glances,

dodging the words

they hurl like rocks

in hushed whispers

that they think

I cannot hear.




5.


When we return home,

I tell my mother what happened

during our brief separation

in the market.

My bottled-up emotions

spill freely now;

my eyes become two rivers.

Much as I wish I could,

I cannot shield you

from the world forever, Mother says,

rubbing my back

as I cry into her lap.

Nor can I spare you

the insults of others.

Are they right? I croak.

Of course not!

Pay them no mind, dearest one.

None at all.

Still, I cannot forget

the things the villagers said. I feel

tender as a fig, soft-skinned and

easily bruised.



I remember when you were born, Mother recalls,

attempting to cheer me with a tale.

You were a scrawny little thing,

no heavier than a small sack of grain.

I frown and draw away, but she pulls me back

into a loving embrace.

The midwife said you would not survive a week.

At this, you screamed defiantly, your tiny face red with fury.

The midwife was horrified by your howling. But me?

I was relieved to see you full of breath.

“A powerful voice does not serve a girl well,” the midwife said.

Mother looks at me thoughtfully. I disagree.

Don’t let fools define you, Arachne.

Don’t let others speak for you.

She wipes my tears,

squeezes my hand.

I cannot teach you to read or write,

for these are gifts I do not possess, she says.

But there are other ways

to make your voice heard.

She walks to the loom, pulls a stool beside

her weaving chair, and invites me to join her.




6.


Our loom was not designed

by Daedalus, the brilliant inventor

of waxen wing and labyrinth fame.

It was crafted by my grandfather,

a boatbuilder, who spared a few boards

so that my grandmother could clothe

their eight children

in something better than rags.

The loom is not gilded,

or inlaid with mother-of-pearl.

She is plain and sturdy,

her wooden frame

made of old ship parts

and broken oars.

She boasts no intricate carvings,

only scuffs and scratches.

Her upper beam bears

faint circular scars—memories

of barnacles long since scraped away,

or perhaps kisses left by mermaids.

To me, these strange sea-marks

are more exquisite

than any decoration.

She has a personality, too.

When summer humidity settles,

thick as a damp blanket,

the loom grows stubborn

and temperamental,

refusing to budge

without ample coddling and coaxing.

In the winter months,

when bitter winds chatter our teeth,

the loom creaks and groans,

unhappy until her joints

are warmed and oiled

by my mother’s patient hands.



7.


At the loom,

my mother’s posture

is relaxed but sure.

She thumbs the threads,

adjusts the beam,

readies the warp.

After a minute or two

she falls into an easy rhythm,

the shuttle chattering quietly

as she passes it back and forth

between her palms.

The loom weights sway

as she ties in strings of

ochre, cream, pale yellow,

deep umber, jade, onyx.

I have seen my mother weave

countless times before,

but never quite like this.

I watch carefully,

absorbing each detail.

Row by row,

an image emerges in the cloth:

An emerald-leafed tree

with a dark-haired girl

swinging from its branches.

Is that me? I ask, gazing

at her creation with wonder.

She nods, a smile quirking her lips.

Her fingers fly now, rapid as coursers.

My heart lightens,

the sadness and hurt

I gathered at the market

sloughing away.

Normally, my mother weaves

simple, durable cloth for

bandages, swaddles, bedsheets—

life’s necessary, mundane vestures.

This is different.

Today she is painting with wool,

writing with thread,

singing with her shuttle.

Becoming a bard

in her own right.

And in doing so

she becomes

powerful.

I am seized by a strange sensation.

I don’t have a name for the way I feel

and I struggle to contain

this surge of energy.

I fidget, unable to remain still.

My mother does not scold me;

she merely pauses her work

and points out the window.

A large oak tree stands

at the far edge of the field,

its branches outstretched

as though welcoming me

into a leafy embrace.

Go and play outdoors, Arachne.

The loom will be here

when you are ready.



Alas, this is not the day

I learn to weave.

But it is the day

I learn to set my gaze upward,

and lift myself

off the ground,

to reach toward

something, someplace

higher.

Never again content

to remain tethered

to the ground.



8.


When my mother is not weaving

and I am not climbing trees,

she and I spend hours

tending to our vegetables,

milking our lone goat,

feeding the pigs in the sty.

Not all of us can subsist

on ambrosia and adoration

like the gods.

Once our work in the garden is done,

we explore the woods beyond our pasture

where wild herbs and flowers grow.

Mother guides me

between dagger-shaped cypress,

across muddy streams,

over rocky outcrops.

She shows me

which roots to dig,

which berries to avoid,

and which knobbly olive trees

are hundreds, maybe even thousands, of years old.

These she treats like cherished ancestors,

pressing her palms reverently to their arthritic forms.

We pause to greet

insects, toads, serpents.

All manner of biting, warty, slithering things

grow docile when Mother is near.

My fear of these creatures fades to fascination.

I feel more welcome in their company

than I do among most people.



We stop at a marble temple

nestled into the hillside.

The searing afternoon heat

blurs the horizon,

but the air inside

is cool and dry.

Mother places a woven peplos

upon the feet of the statue,

an offering for Athena,

goddess of wisdom, war,

and weaving.

The stone is so expertly carved,

so surprisingly luminous,

that I almost expect the sculpture

to come alive.

I imagine the owl on Athena’s shoulder

taking flight, swooping low

and silent on broad hunter’s wings.

I recall the bard’s tales

of the goddess’s contest with Poseidon

over the future of Athens.

I wonder at the power

of her shining aegis and spear.

I marvel at her cleverness,

her fearlessness.

What mettle Athena must possess

to challenge the sea god!

I hold the statue’s frozen gaze,

waiting for her eyes to flash

with a flinty glare.

My chest swells with a mix

of admiration and fear.

I pray that she may grant me

a small portion of her courage.

I close my eyes

and wait.

A lazy breeze snakes

through the temple,

diffusing the heady sweetness

of burning incense.

I open my eyes,

my vision adjusting

to the waning light.

The goddess does not appear before me.

The altar remains unchanged.

I, too, remain unchanged.

I feel no divine infusion

of confidence or strength.

My prayer, unanswered or unheard.

Perhaps I am too impatient.

A lowly mortal, too unimportant.

Or perhaps the bard’s tales

are myth alone.

I leave the temple

with an emptiness

in my chest

and deep hunger

gnawing at my gut.

I think of the bread we could buy

with Mother’s cloth.

I do not understand

why she leaves her best work

at the soulless feet

of a statue. It seems to me

a terrible waste.



9.


Back at home,

we unload the contents of our baskets

onto the large kitchen table.

We pound earth-smelling roots into paste.

We dry racks of green herbs in the breeze.

We press strips of bark between flat stones

until they weep bitter tannins.

My mother blends these raw ingredients

with wine, honey, sharp vinegar,

whispering and humming all the while.

The mixtures become

tinctures, balms, and poultices,

which we sell at the market

for a pittance. It may not be much,

but it helps during lean times,

of which there are many.

Mother’s pharmaka is only intended

to numb pain, disinfect wounds, fade scars.

Yet that doesn’t stop villagers

from seeking her out

in shadowed alleys

where they beg her to brew

more potent draughts.

No matter how many coins they offer,

Mother insists

she does not possess the power

to make a nymph swoon, or

to heal a broken heart.

And I believe her. I think.…



10.


In his daily work,

my father performs

a different sort of magic—

taking dull, beige wool

and infusing it with color.

Unlike Mother, who smells

of herbs and wildflowers,

Father comes home each night

crusted with sea salt,

reeking of rotting fish.

His arms are stained and sinewy,

his back hunched from toiling

over the stinking pigment vats

clustered along the Lydian coastline.

No matter how much he bathes,

the stench of his work lingers,

seeping through his clothes, his skin,

maybe even his bones.

He is a dyer of purple—

a rare, regal hue.

The wealthy drape themselves

in its plum lushness,

unaware—or uncaring—of the methods

required to saturate their robes

with such brilliant, shocking color.



11.


Violet begins with violence.

I learn this truth

when Mother brings me to the shore

to watch Father work.

I find the process

both captivating and gruesome,

as creation and transformation

so often are.

Fishermen haul thousands

of tiny, spiraled mollusks from the waves.

Boys wield mallets and rocks,

pounding and smashing the shells

until inner glands burst

and juices flow.

Father gathers the macerated remains

to boil with wood ash and water

in lead vats.

He shields the mixture from light,

and leaves it to ferment

for a half-moon.

When the dye is ready,

an ungodly stench

rises from the vats.

Even the most seasoned dyers

cannot help but gag and retch

when the lids lift.

My father plunges carded wool

and bundles of combed flax

into the cloudy liquid.

After a few minutes,

he removes the dripping clumps

and hangs them to dry.

Exposed to air,

the thirsty fibers darken like an angry bruise

from light blue-ish green

to pomegranate, iris, amethyst.

Depending on the quality of the dye,

and the whims of the gods,

my father occasionally produces

Tyrian purple—a blackish clotted-blood color,

prized above all others.

Following these fortuitous occurrences,

we eat well for several days,

gorging ourselves

on salty white cheese, hearty bread,

figs drizzled with amber honey,

and rosemary roasted mutton.

I forgive my father

the stench of his hands

and the brutality of his work

when we feast like this.



12.


A memory, sweet

as a sun-warmed pear:

I am eight years old,

up at dawn

to milk our goat.

I discover a wisp of a girl

just beyond the goat pen,

asleep in the dewy grass.

Father said a new family

moved down the road.

He did not say

one of them might end up

sleeping in our pasture.

The flaxen-haired girl wakes,

confesses she slept under the stars

because the grass here is so soft

and her newborn sisters

are so loud, wailing

with colic at night.

She hopes I am not mad.

How could I be mad?

Lonely and homely,

bereft of siblings and

ostracized by the children

I encounter at the market,

I have longed for a friend

for as long as I can remember.

Celandine, she says shyly,

telling me her name.

She is, I decide, a miracle.

A girl my age, who doesn’t

gawk at my ungraceful gait

or unbeautiful features.

Whose smile is as bright

as the yellow flower

after which she is named.

Her stomach growls loudly.

She wraps her arms

across her slight waist,

embarrassed.

Come inside for breakfast, I say.

We have some bread to spare.

And soon I’ll have fresh milk.

I hold up the wooden pail.

Oh, no. I couldn’t bother your family

for food, she says politely,

in spite of her grumbling belly.

It’s no trouble at all, I reassure her.

She shakes her head,

looks off into the distance.

There are pears in that tree, Celandine says,

pointing to the orchard that runs along

the edge of her property.

But they are too high to reach.

I smile. I will get them for you.

Finally, my climbing

proves useful.

After that first shared pear,

our friendship is instant

and easy. I do not judge the way

juice dribbles down her chin;

hunger is no stranger to me.

I join her, savoring

the last of summer’s fruit,

forgetting to milk the bleating goat

until well past sunrise.



13.


A baby grows

in my mother’s womb.

I can tell at first

by the flush of her cheeks,

and the roots she eats

straight from the garden,

known to quell nausea.

I try to ignore these signs.

After so many losses,

at least one each year

since I can remember,

I have learned

to cradle hope

in my heart

as delicately

as I might hold

a broken-winged bird,

understanding it will likely

never fly.

But as months pass,

the rise of Mother’s bosom and

the swell of her stomach

are impossible to miss.

Maybe this time

will be different.

Even my hard-shelled father softens,

growing gentle and doting.

I do my best

to help where I can.

While Mother rests,

I scrub the dishes

and clean the floors.

Still, worry gathers like dust.

I do my best to sweep it away.



14.


One day, I slip out

into the meadow with Celandine

to collect sprigs of oleander,

which we twist into a wreath.

Despite my reservations, I offer

the circle of blossoms to Eileithyia,

the goddess of childbirth,

at her lichen-laced temple

in the woods.

Celandine promises

that a similar offering

ensured the healthy delivery

of her twin sisters last year.

Twins seem

incomprehensibly extravagant.

I would be happy

with just one

sibling to love.

I know Mother and Father

would too.

I explain all this

to Eileithyia

in silent prayer.

I hope

she’s listening.








Knot


A story, told by Mother:

Daphne is a nymph who roams the woods.

Like we do, during our sojourns seeking herbs.

Daphne is content among the trees. Like you, my climbing girl.

She runs freely, with the wind in her hair.

Then Apollo arrives in the forest.

He startles Daphne and her friends, but they are not wary of him.

He isn’t Hades, abductor of virgins and god of the dead.

Or Dionysus, raucous reveler, who plies unwitting nymphs

with wine until they are too drunk to protest.

No, Apollo is young and handsome.

The god of poetry, music, medicine.

How harmful could he be?

Daphne continues on her way.

Apollo, shot with Eros’s arrow,

becomes mad with desire. He chases Daphne.

She runs as fast as a hare.

He pursues like a hound, his lust growing.

Daphne tires. If only she had a weapon,

or some small bit of power, she would turn on her heels

and run at Apollo. But she has neither.

“Help me escape!” she begs her father, the river god.

Peneus answers her call. Though not in the way she hopes.

The girl’s muscles seize; her skin becomes encircled with bark.

Her hair changes to leaves, her arms to branches.

Her feet, once swift, root to the ground.

Daphne becomes a laurel tree.

Undeterred, Apollo kisses her bark,

wraps his arms around her trunk.

She shrinks from his unwanted touch.

She wants to scream, but she cannot.

Unable to run, hide, or fight,

she must endure

in unbearable silence.




15.


I think of the oak tree,

my favorite place to climb.

Were you once a maid?

I ask it one afternoon.

Did you ever run

from someone or something?

Do you mind me climbing

amid your boughs?

The tree, of course, does not respond.

Not with words, at least.

But its leaves rustle softly

as the breeze blows by,

and I think I hear it whisper

that I am welcome

within its arms.



16.


On warm nights

Celandine and I

spread blankets

upon the grassy knoll

where we first met.

We lie on our backs

beneath the stars,

finding stories

in their shapes.

My favorite constellations are

Callisto and Arcas—

big bear and small bear,

mother and child.

Celandine prefers Andromeda,

fair maiden rescued by noble Perseus

moments before the fearsome

sea monster Cetus devoured her.

Isn’t it romantic? she sighs.

When I laugh

she turns serious.

Only a love so pure and true

could be sewn into the stars, she insists.

Sewn into the stars? I muse,

imagining a divine needle

stitching a love story

into the celestial fabric of the sky.

I lean back, gaze upward.

Thick clouds move east, tamping out

the glittering sparks of light.

The vast and sudden blackness

makes my head swim.

Celandine rolls to her side,

props her chin on her palm.

She smells of lavender and sea brine.

Even in the darkness,

her pale green eyes shine.

She is beautiful, but

she hasn’t realized it yet.

We talk of things big and small,

sharing our hopes and dreams.

It strikes me that our lives

are like looms

awaiting whatever tapestries

we may yet weave.

In Celandine, I see

innumerable designs

and vibrant hues,

potential radiating

from each thread.

My own future

is less clear, although

Celandine says she is certain

I will find great fame

as a weaver, or at least

be remembered

as the best tree climber

in all of Lydia.

We sleep soundly on the grassy knoll,

enfolded in the velvety black,

soothed by the melody of crickets.

We are too young yet

to understand

that girls like us

rarely get to choose

the path and pattern

of our lives.



17.


Mother asks me to go to the market.

Her ankles are swollen and the walk is long.

I agree, but I do so reluctantly.

The village children whisper

louder, louder, taunting me

whenever I venture into town.

The boys run and tug at my hair,

kick rocks at my feet.

You should be grateful

they pay you any attention at all, the cooper’s wife chortled

the last time the boys inflicted their cruelties.

Tears brimming in my eyes, I felt anything

but grateful.

I do my best to avoid them.

As soon as I step between the stalls

a gap-toothed boy calls out,

Here comes the spider girl!

He performs an exaggerated imitation

of my bow-legged walk

to a chorus of laughter.

I clutch my basket tightly. I clench my teeth.

I would flee, but scurrying away

is exactly what they want me to do,

and I do not wish to give them anything,

least of all satisfaction.

Above the market din

I catch the bard’s warbling voice.

I pause to listen.

Suddenly, a sharp rock skitters across the ground,

striking my ankle painfully. I wince.

The gap-toothed boy snickers.

Across the square, the bard sings of heroes

lauded for bravery, fearlessness,

and strength. Emboldened, I turn

to face the boy. I narrow my eyes.

He cocks his head, bemused.

I have never stood up to him

or the others before.

Fury rises in me

like a squall.

Sudden, forceful,

tinting my vision red.

I pick up the stone at my feet

and throw it with surprising force.

The boy ducks just in time.

But the cart of fruit behind him

is not so lucky.

The vendor shouts, outraged

by the avalanche of apples.

It is her fault! the boy pronounces,

as though he is free of any blame.

I freeze. Just as quickly as it came,

my anger retreats, giving way

to a cold wash of regret.

A hush falls over the market.

I feel the weight of too many eyes

staring, the pressure of my ribs

constricting my pounding heart.

I try to explain, but no one listens.

Deep inside, I feel betrayed. Humiliated.

Worse, I feel powerless.

The vendor points at his damaged wares.

Reckless, stupid girl!

You will pay for this.

I hold up empty palms.

I have no more coins. I cannot.

You are the daughter of Idmon,

the purple dyer, are you not?

I nod, my cheeks aflame.

Your father will pay.

I’ll make sure of it.

And if he’s wise,

he’ll beat you well.

Trembling, I turn to leave

and stumble over my own feet,

my ankle throbbing in protest.

The vendor watches with disdain.

He spits on the ground.

A girl like you is nothing

but a burden to her family.



18.


I cannot shake the incident in the market.

A girl like you is nothing.

The words sting and spread,

prickling my skin like a rash.

I dread encountering my father.

He has never been prone to violence,

but I have seen him swing a mallet at the shore,

bludgeoning shells against the rocks.

And I know that tavern wine

makes limbs loose and tempers bold.

Should he wish to beat me,

as the fruit vendor threatened,

I shouldn’t fare any better

than a helpless snail.

Thankfully, Father is not home when I return.
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