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To Dr. Michael Daras, who told me where to go, and to my family, who followed me there.










prologue


ELIAS OROLOGAS


July 2015


Village of Mystras, Peloponnese, Greece


On the day of the referendum, Mystras was closed to tourists. Our Greek nation voted overwhelmingly “ókhi”—“no”—to the austerity measures from the Eurozone. We voted No to taxes that left us barely able to feed our families. Some say Greece, in the hands of the European Union, is an occupied nation; we have been occupied many times over, with brief, precious moments of freedom in between. The Greek motto comes from a place deep in our souls: Elefthería í Thánatos, Freedom or Death.


Now Europe wants to control us again.


When the voting was done, I returned to Mystras, where I found two American tourists speaking to Nano, the owner of the grocery store on the corner. Outside his shop, the main street curves and divides around an old tree, where water from a spring trickles clear and cold from a spout in the trunk. I stopped for a drink. Inside the shop, Nano was cutting a slice of cheese from a wheel and wrapping it in white waxed paper. Even from outside the door, I knew the visitors were American: the straight impatience of the woman’s back, their flat-sounding English, the way their voices cut through the quiet. Americans are a people used to talking over noise.


I speak English passably, after years caring for the historical site of Mystras, escorting visitors through the ghost city’s streets. The visitors had come hoping to see the ruined city but, disappointed by the locked entrance, they’d made their way back down the hill to town. I watched them from the store’s entrance where a tray of thessaloniki rested, the rings of dough clustered thick with sesame seeds. Nano explained patiently that the visitors should come back tomorrow.


“We have a tour guide here who knows a great deal about the site’s wonders. He has been here forever,” Nano said. He saw me outside and waved the hand not holding the cheese knife. Forever is a long time.


“Tomorrow,” I heard Nano say, “please come back tomorrow.” The woman sighed loudly and turned with her son to walk out of the shop. As they passed, the boy looked toward me. I thought, watching him, that the divisions between nations, and even times, are blurred in the young.


“Is that a bagel?” The boy caught sight of the tray of thessaloniki outside the shop.


“Not exactly,” his mother said, smiling for the first time. Her tired face lit like a sunrise. “Do you want to try one?” She sorted through her change for the right coin.


“It tastes kind of like a bagel,” the boy said, chewing happily. “We will come back tomorrow. Right, Mama?”


His mother ruffled his brown hair. “Yes, tomorrow.” She sounded more than tired. Those who have known loss recognize its sound in one another.


“Promise?” the boy said. “I want to see the fortress.” He pointed to the top of the conical hill, where the fortification built by the Prince of Achaea almost eight hundred years before still stood, its broken walls crenelated, sharp against the cloudless sky.


“I promise,” she said, and they headed out across the tiny plaza of Mystras village.





I am Elias—Ilias in my mother’s tongue. My mother was Greek, my first father—Jéhan Borghes—was a Frankish soldier in the Peloponnese who could not return home to France to find a wife. The Franks called us half-breeds gasmoules. But I do not consider myself only half-Greek. The Greek in me runs deep and wide, a river overflowing its banks.


Though my mother loved my father, and he loved her, their love was born of the occupation. So was I.


“Elias was your mother’s choice,” my father had often told me, smiling, as if he’d indulged her whim. When I was seven, my mother told me I’d been named for Profitis Ilias, the Prophet Elijah, our patron saint of the mountains, who left the earth for heaven and returned again. Then, I did not know that at his lonely shrine, on the top of the hill we once called Myzithras, my mother made a promise that I would have to keep.










part one FIRST LIFE





What if some day or night a demon were to steal after you into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: “This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unutterably small or great in your life will have to return to you….”


—Nietzsche, The Gay Science, sec. 341, Walter Kaufmann, trans.













chapter one


CHRYSE BORGHES


1237


La Lacedemonie


The moment one shared life explodes into two, both lives hang in the balance. Chryse had already lost two children and despaired that a living being would ever enter the world from her perilous body. She feared every kick beneath her ribs would be the last, and that she would look again into the dull eyes of a life snuffed out before its time.


She awoke in the night with a gush that drenched her bedclothes, then a searing pain that made her feel as if she might tear in two. She had no time to send for the midwife, but she was a midwife herself, and she knew this child was coming early. Her husband, Jéhan, had marched with his regiment the day before and was encamped far from home. Tonight she was alone, crouching on the dirt floor while a rainstorm raged and wind wailed through the gaps in the wooden shutters.


After a minute’s pause, the pain began again. Had there been a messenger to send, she could have found help in one of the other houses surrounding the residence of the Frankish prince Villehardouin, who ruled the valley and the land beyond. But there was no messenger.


In the end, it was not her experience that guided her when the time came; the knowledge came from the labyrinth of childbirth. At dawn, the pains came hard and fast with no time to breathe between, and then he was there, first head, then body, all four limbs—blessed Theotokos, mother of God. A boy with the sea-gray eyes of a newborn. As she lifted the slippery child into her arms, he took his labored first breath. His lips were dusky blue; he fought the air like an enemy.


Not this one, too, please no.


Chryse cut the baby’s cord with the scissors she had used for others’ births. Did she imagine the resistance in that twist of vessels, the reluctance to sever the last physical connection between herself and this delicate life? Around her neck the mother’s amulet of protection swung forward, etched with the she-demon Abyzou being stabbed by a holy rider’s sword.


You will not have him, Abyzou. This one is mine.


She rubbed her son roughly with a cloth until he squirmed and wailed. She had not had time to draw water from the well or to warm it on the fire to mix with salt. Chryse swaddled her son and put him to her breast. He struggled between sucks, pulling away while his little chest heaved with effort. Chryse had seen tragedy come to lives that started just like this one. She closed her eyes.


Profitis Ilias, who looks upon new mothers and babes with compassion, hear this prayer. Breathe air into his lungs…


The wind gusted, clattering the bare branches of the olive tree outside.


Profitis Ilias, answer me, and I will promise you whatever you ask.


The wind stopped as suddenly as it had come, and into the silence a voice spoke in Chryse’s head.


Bring him to me now.





Chryse wrapped her son in a wool blanket and bound him against her chest; his heart beat fast against her own. She pulled her cloak around them both and closed the door behind her. At first the road was flat, winding through the valley’s bare-limbed orange trees, but soon it began to climb. Myzithras, it was called, this solitary peak rising starkly out of the valley, silhouetted against the snowcapped Taygetos mountains behind. It was just daylight, and goats’ bells echoed in the morning air.


Mud made the way treacherous, and the boulders were slippery with moss. Once, Chryse lost her footing, and she wrapped her arms around the bundle on her chest, rather than putting her hands out to break her fall. With that instinct, she realized she had become a mother. Chryse’s knee hit rock, and the pain made her eyes tear, but then she was up again, her robe muddy and her knee burning.


Farther up, the trees thinned and the wind blew fiercely with nothing to block it but scrub and scattered gray-brown rocks. As Chryse neared the peak, the sun cleared the ring of mountains surrounding the valley. Finally she reached the tiny shrine of Profitis Ilias, its white stone bright in the sun. Chryse ducked inside the low doorway.


It was quiet in the shrine, the wind blocked by the thick walls, but the silence was receptive, an ear into which prayers might be spoken and heard. She unwrapped her son from her chest. His eyes were closed, and for a moment her heart stopped. But there it was, a lift of his shoulders, his next breath. She straightened her arms to raise the baby above her head.


“I have brought him to you,” Chryse said. She waited until her arms ached. When the answer came, she could not tell whether the voice was in her head or in the air.


In the years that come, a city will grow upon this hill, where my shrine now stands. The city will flourish as the heart and soul of this land and its people. You shall name your son after me, and he shall be mine. He will serve the city that grows upon the hill for all its days, and in return I shall breathe air into his lungs. But heed me: for when I call him he must come, and his lives will be in my service.


“I heed you, Profitis Ilias, and my son heeds you also,” Chryse said. A wind rose again: first a hum, then a rush, and finally a keening wail, and at the sound’s peak her son took the first strong breath of his life. His face flushed and his eyes opened to fix upon her face.


As Chryse made her way down the steep path back to the house, she heard an echo: For when I call him he must come, and his lives will be in my service.


Chryse’s son felt suddenly heavy with the weight of that word: lives.


HELEN ADLER


January 2015


New York


It’s a weighty name, Helen. I’m not Greek, or Spartan for that matter, which would be more accurate. No one is really Spartan anymore, not since Menelaus had the bad luck of marrying the most beautiful woman in the world. My mother, who was a New York Jewish girl, was reading the Iliad when she was pregnant with me and got inspired. My face is fine, but no wars have resulted from it. I consider this a good thing.


Names are the least of what we load on our kids’ little backs, inadvertently or otherwise. “Parenting is not for sissies,” my mom used to say. I would like to tell her, now that I am a parent, too, how right she was.


I was reading Mary Renault’s Fire from Heaven when I found out I was pregnant, which partially explains my son’s ending up with the name Alexander. I say partially because I’d always loved the name, but having Alexander the Great on the brain when a baby was beginning life in my belly hammered the decision home. Alexander seems to be handling his name fine so far, but there is an opacity about kids. You never quite know what they’re thinking, even when they tell you, which they usually don’t.


Alexander is particularly opaque, especially about what’s bothering him. Until he blows. But, fortunately, that doesn’t happen very often. He reminds me of his dad, Oliver—the way he thinks before talking, as if he is gravely considering the consequences. Oliver almost never got mad either, and I don’t like to remember the few times he did—especially now. I am always looking for things that remind me of the best of Oliver, now that memories are all that’s left. Alexander is a natural place to find them. I try not to look too hard. My kid is himself, he’s not a window into someone else.


Almost a year later, I wonder whether my memories of Oliver are accurate. Was he actually perfect or do I just remember him as perfect? I suppose there is an advantage to dying suddenly. No one has time to think of you as sick, or failing, or needy. No one gets tired of your whining, no one has to watch you fade in the months before the end. Butterflies, I read once, die by just drifting to the ground, beautiful to the last second. Poetic, but it doesn’t help me much at the moment.


I am not at the point of appreciating anything positive about Oliver’s death, though some well-meaning acquaintances say at least he didn’t suffer long. I don’t know how long it takes to drown, nor whether drowning for a minute is worse than dying slowly, like my dad from Parkinson’s disease. So I can’t console myself with that, either. It is not a coincidence that I have devoted my life to studying the science of neurodegenerative diseases, while I watch my father gradually slow down to a nearly motionless state, except on those terrible moments when he falls and can’t stop himself from hitting the ground. He went from playing tennis to playing checkers, from living alone to living with help, and finally, reluctantly, from his apartment to a nursing home. Our paths were linked: nursing home for him, neurodegenerative disease lab for me.


My last few months with Oliver were ordinary. Oliver and I ignored one another healthily, the way normal parents do once the child eclipse hits. I was writing a proposal for a National Institutes of Health grant, while trying to imagine how we’d host Thanksgiving dinner for my extended family in our six-hundred-square-foot Manhattan apartment. Oliver was preparing for a foster child’s adoption case that kept him talking long after we’d turned the lights out.


In the meantime, we were preoccupied with ordinary things: complaints from the downstairs neighbor about my walking barefoot to the bathroom in the night, and Alexander’s troubles with writing in second grade. Oliver coaxed Alexander through p’s and q’s and b’s and d’s, more patient than I ever could be.


At night, we had moments together, if not necessarily at leisure. “How’s my sweet cellular biologist?” he’d say. Oliver was the only person I’ve ever met who used the words sweet and cellular biologist in the same sentence. The week before he died, Oliver came home after Alexander’s bedtime to find me staring at a screen filled with incorrectly formatted tables.


“Bad at Excel,” I said grimly. He kissed the back of my neck. “How about some help?” he said. Oliver’s competence with Excel was legendary. He sat down next to me. I watched, letting relief wash over me.


A few months later I was on my own—with Alexander and Excel.





The first Monday in February blossomed into an epic childcare fail. The afterschool program I’d relied on to amuse Alexander until I could exit work—as usual, running, leaving multiple unfinished tasks in piles on my desk—had been shut down by a stomach bug. This meant Alexander, now a restless fourth grader who would have already spent seven hours that day sitting as still as possible in an overheated public school classroom, had to join me for a critically important, endless afternoon meeting with potential donors, a meeting that my lab’s survival hinged upon.


My research is, for want of a better word, basic. This means that I study things that nonscientific people would find incomprehensible or downright dull. Most of the time, I work with cells growing in a dish. The implications of what I do are big, but the cells are tiny, and my job is tough to explain.


“So, how does it help people exactly, this, er, science you are doing?” my aunt Delia asked while filling her mouth with a roast beef canapé at our wedding. That was neither the first time I’d heard that exact sentence, nor the last.


Despite all that, the actual experience of growing nerve cells is mesmerizingly beautiful: the elegant pattern of their delicate projections silhouetted like tree branches in winter, the gray-white grainy electron microscope images of mitochondria, the cells’ powerhouses, with their curious internal folds, hinting at mystery.


On the way to Alexander’s school, I plotted the best approach to avoid a work/life disaster. I could give him a device with a screen and headphones, then put him in a corner. There was also bribery—the $49 Pokémon box he’d been begging for. I was still scheming when I picked him up at Door “C,” the eloquently named exit to the asphalt play yard behind his public school.


Alexander looked poignantly alone, his head turning while he searched for me. His backpack seemed impossibly big on his hunched shoulders. In that moment he looked, fleetingly, like Oliver on our first deliberate date, a boat tour of the Hudson River. I’d seen Oliver first that day too, searching the crowds for me. That was the moment I’d fallen in love, when his face was filled with anticipation, the first stirrings of what would become our future. I barely remember the boat ride, but I remember Oliver—his light hair rising in the wind as we pulled out, the way he kept his eyes on my face, his generous laughter every time I tried to be funny. And I remember the two muffins that he’d brought for our breakfast, along with one coffee and one tea, just in case. We’d shared the coffee.


My voice broke when I called Alexander’s name, my throat tight with remembering. Then Alexander’s eyes caught mine and he was rushing past his harried-looking teacher and into my arms. He smelled of tuna fish and Elmer’s glue. I bought him a pretzel that was as big as his face. Not exactly bribery, but I hoped it might help, and while he bit through the salt-dusted dough, I started to explain.


“So, Alexander, I have a meeting today, and since day care is closed, you’ll have to come with me.” I forced myself to pause and listen—something Oliver had tried to teach me. He used to say that I’d give Alexander something to worry about when he hadn’t been worried to begin with.


Alexander went back to the pretzel, which he’d pulled apart. He took a bite from the right half, then the left half, then the right again. “I like to keep it even.”


“It’s a long meeting. I won’t be able to talk to you. There will be a lot of grown-ups you don’t know. There will be a lot of grown-ups I don’t know.”


“Why are you having a meeting with a lot of grown-ups you don’t know?”


“To tell them about my science and convince them that they should give me money for experiments.”


We were close to the subway station now, standing in front of the store with the best Pokémon cards. I stopped, wondering whether to introduce a bribe.


“What science?” He’d asked me before, but there was something different about the way he asked now.


The words I’d been planning for the funding meeting popped up first. I culture rodent neural stem cells for experimental striatal transplantation into a mouse model of Huntington’s disease. Mom brain and science brain faced off inside my head.


“Uh… I take immature brain cells, baby cells that haven’t turned into brain cells yet.”


“Where do you get the cells?”


“From mice.”


“How do you get them out of the mice?”


We were heading into dangerous territory, but it was too late. “I take them from mouse brains.”


“You cut their heads open?”


“After they are put to sleep.”


“And what happens when they wake up?”


“Ah… they don’t.”


Alexander looked down at his sneakers. I looked down, too. The soles were shredding off, and he’d broken both shoelaces. I moved my gaze to Alexander’s sweatpants, which were three inches too short.


“You have to kill them?”


“I don’t want to hurt the mice. They help me make sick people better.”


Alexander brought the two pretzel halves together and tried to get the edges to match, which, of course, they no longer did.


“I’m not hungry anymore,” he said, handing me the pieces, which were slightly damp where he’d bitten them. I wasn’t hungry either.





After the mouse conversation, I thought we were done talking about my science. It turned out, after I’d stocked Alexander with three packs of Pokémon cards, several of which he declared “super-rare,” that we weren’t.


“What problem are you trying to fix with the baby mice?” Alexander asked as our train stopped at a signal in the subway tunnel.


“I told you I study Huntington’s disease, right?”


Alexander nodded. “The rare brain sickness?”


“Right. It makes people lose their memory and have movements they can’t control.”


“Can I get it?” He looked worried.


“No, it gets passed on from one generation to the next, from parents to their children.”


“In the blood?”


“Not exactly the blood. Huntington’s comes from a problem with the genes, the DNA, the messages in cells that tell them how to grow. Almost all cells have DNA in them.”


Alexander looked only slightly less worried. “So I could get it from you?”


“Sweetie, no! Not at all. I don’t have it.”


“And you can’t get it?”


“No—you can only get it if you’re born with the gene.”


He puffed out his cheeks with relief. “The kid gets it just like the mom or dad?”


“About half of the time,” I said, translating autosomal dominant inheritance. “Often it gets worse from one generation to the next.”


“Why?”


“Because the gene has too many copies of three chemicals in a row, called ‘triple repeats,’ and when the new cells of the new person are made, the copies multiply. The more copies, the worse things get, and the earlier the problem starts. That doesn’t always happen, but it can.”


“That sounds scary.”


“It is,” I said, ruffling his hair. My little scientist. “The worsening from one generation to the next is called ‘anticipation.’ That’s one of the things I’m studying, so that maybe we can stop it from happening.”


“I thought anticipation meant getting excited.”


“Right, usually. In this case, it means that Huntington’s disease in some families comes earlier and earlier, from the grandparent, to the child, to the grandchild. It’s a different kind of anticipation.”


He sighed again, wrinkling his forehead. I wanted to smooth out the worry with my hand, but that wouldn’t touch what was troubling him. “Are you still worried?”


“No.”


“It’s good to talk about this with you,” I said, risking directness. “Even though it’s kind of upsetting, I’m glad you’re interested.”


“Of course I’m interested.” Alexander shuffled through the cards in his lap. “This one is Hoopa,” he said, pointing to fine print I could barely read. At thirty-nine, I dreaded reading glasses. I’d promised myself never to wear them on a beaded chain around my neck. Alexander had no problem reading the card. “He can summon these rings, and if you go through them, you get transported to another dimension. Hey, can I have my pretzel?”


The Pokémon cards worked for a while, getting Alexander through the dullest part of my meeting. The visitors today were identical twins, sisters in their midthirties named Alicia and Alina, patient-advocates who volunteered to tell their stories about life with Huntington’s. They wore matching outfits: green turtlenecks and black pants, black sneakers with bright white treads. One sister had long red hair, loose and fuzzy about her face, the other had the same startling shade of red, but cut short in tight curls. Entering the room in tandem, they mirrored one another—as if one sister’s twisting head, the dance-like jerks of her arms, were an invisible force reflected by her twin. As one head tilted, the other did, too, and their paired movements had an eerie, rhythmic beauty. Although they were courageous and inspiring, speaking eloquently about their fight to maintain as normal lives as possible, they knew they would worsen, in awful simultaneity.


They’d seen their father losing first his balance to the involuntary movements of chorea, then his mind, then his life, several years before their own symptoms began. They tried to hold on to the knowledge that every individual with Huntington’s disease has a different body, mind, and heart. They told stories of family members who tested negative and were consumed with survivor’s guilt. They recounted their agonizing decisions about whether to get pregnant, and about their mother, who, in her darkest moments of despair, had regretted having had children at all.


After everyone left, Alexander gathered his cards and stuffed them in his backpack.


“You said the bad protein, the one that gets made by the bad gene—doesn’t fold right?”


I smiled. “Yes, kind of like how you fold laundry. But with laundry, folding badly is better than not folding at all.” I saw he’d been gripping the Hoopa card tightly in his hand, so tightly he’d bent it.


He sighed, opening his hand up and flattening the rectangle of flimsy cardboard.


“It’s okay about the mice, Mama,” he said finally. “You have to stop the chorea.” He put his hand in mine and we stood up together. “And I’ll work harder on folding the laundry.”


We walked back to the station to catch our train home.


EUDOXIA


She awoke from a dream in the dark. Once, she would have opened her eyes to see her narrow bed, the thin coverlet of threadbare wool, the earthen floor of the cave tucked into the mountain. Now she was blind—she could stare at the brightest sun without flinching. But her inner eye had sharpened, slicing through visions.


The prophecies come from the dark.


The night was warm, too warm for a fire. Her thoughts flitted like a moth around a candle while darkness brooded around her.


I have a fortune to tell, for those who have the stomach to hear.


It is a dream of generations, a dream of movement and madness. The house of Lusignan shall flock to me, hungry for an answer, grasping for a cure. So it shall begin. I cannot see the end.










chapter two


PÈRE VILLENC LUSIGNAN


1249


La Lacedemonie


Père Villenc Lusignan visited the fortune-teller alone while the rest of the house slept. His parishioners would not welcome the knowledge that a man of the Latin Church sought the words of a seer. The steep path to the cave was cut into the side of the hill, the entrance hidden by a copse of hemlock trees. Crumbling earth and rocks rolled underfoot, and wild grasses grew thick underneath the trees’ overhanging branches.


Nettles stung Père Lusignan’s legs as he climbed. Every few steps, his feet made a movement he did not intend: a jerk and snap, as if he were withdrawing from a sharp rock. He walked cautiously, mumbling a command to each errant foot. He reached the mouth of the fortune-teller’s cave without falling, and the dark doorway beckoned.


Inside, the air was thick with smoke and stiflingly hot; a fire smoldered in a rough stone hearth. A narrow bed covered with shabby woolen blankets was pushed against the wall, and a three-legged wooden stool balanced like a dog with a missing limb. A niche with an altar was cut into the wall, the faded image of a saint painted on the stone.


Père Lusignan had followed the directions he’d been given. Go at moonrise on the twelfth day of the month and you will find her there. She will speak her dreams, and you shall find truth buried in them. The rumpled blankets moved, revealing matted dark hair, a lined face, two clawed hands.


What have you brought?


Père Lusignan flinched. “I have brought my question.”


Not enough. She turned her hunched back. He pleaded and threatened, but she did not move. Finally—


Bring me what you hold dear, and then I shall answer. She waved her arm, a dismissive gesture that seemed to have magical force, propelling him out of the cave.


The next day he returned with food for the old woman, left over from his evening meal. The seer ate it ravenously, sauce dripping down her chin, crumbs of bread catching in her tangled hair. But “Bring me what you hold dear,” she said, and again he stumbled home.


The third night he searched his house for a trinket that would please her. He found a broken necklace bright enough to catch the eye, with a chain too damaged to be worn. But he knew that if he wished to learn the truth, he would have to do her bidding. He went to the chest at the foot of his bed and opened the lid, drawing out his dead wife’s clothes, musty with disuse, and then, carefully wrapped in linen, a curl of her hair.


“Keep this piece of me with you when I am gone,” she had whispered, cutting the strand herself. He carried this last remnant of his wife up the hill in the dark. The prophetess took it in her withered hand, running the strands through her fingers.


Finally, her voice rasped, the sound of dead branches breaking.


You have come to know the source of your affliction.


Though he knew she could not see his face with those milk-white eyes, he felt the harsh cold of her stare.


The scourge will follow you and your family through the generations, a beast at the heels of the Lusignan line. Some will twitch and shake and fall to madness, others will watch as those they love writhe into death.


Père Lusignan felt one of those twitches now in his wrist, and he hid his hand in his robe.


You cannot hide from the beast, Père.


“And the cure, what is the cure?” His own voice sounded strange to him, high and strained.


While your line dies, and dies, and dies again, another will live, and live, and live. He has the beast in his body, but his blood protects him. He will have lives upon lives.


“Does his blood hold the cure?”


She was silent, a pile of rags and snarled hair, two white circles where her eyes should have been. The sound of breathing, the sound of the fire. This terrible riddle could not be all.


“Tell me, please—a name, just a name.” Panic filled his throat.


The fortune-teller breathed. The rags on the bed rose and fell. These are the four names: Elias. Ilias. Mystras. Myzithras. The blood of Franks and Romaioi come together in this place, two streams into a river.


“Four names? Two boys and two places? One place with two names? A man and a prophet? A man of mixed blood? The person, or the place? Explain yourself, madwoman!” The flat, close air of the cave swallowed his words.


You have your answer. Leave me.


There was nothing more to do but make his way out of the terrible smoky cave, away from the seer who foretold his family’s doom and the tangled opacity of the hope she had offered him, as blank and unfathomable as her eyes.


ELIAS BORGHES


1249


La Lacedemonie


At twelve I thought I was too old for a child’s stories. But on the day after my birthday, my mother told us a new tale. It was spring, the middle of Lent. A green haze dusted the trees in the Vale of Sparta, where Prince Guillaume Villehardouin lived with his retinue, and which the prince’s soldiers—my father among them—guarded with spears and swords.


We were sitting on benches at the wood trestle table in the front room of our house. Our wooden beds clustered together in one small chamber in the back, and a third smaller room served as storage. We’d nearly finished eating deipnon, the main meal of the day. I’d learned the French word from my father, but we did not use it often in the house, my mother’s domain. I’d polished off slices from a loaf of the morning’s bread, a thick bean soup, and the tangy white cheese made of milk from the sheep that grazed on the slopes above the prince’s residence, La Crémonie. My father had gone out early to drill with the prince’s guard, patting the top of my head with his broad hand.


Today our meal was later than usual—that morning my mother had been called to attend a birth. I was used to her frequent, unexpected comings and goings; birth does not adhere to a schedule. She often came home spattered with blood, but, she said, when at first I was frightened, “Women bleed when we bring life into the world, Elias. That is a small price to pay for the miracle of creation.” Even late at night I’d creep out to be with her as she washed herself and recorded the birth dates and names of the babes in her logbook. It was just bound parchment and ink, but I thought of the book as the embodiment of new life.


Today, our meal was delayed by my mother’s late return. My little brother, Giánnis, and I were finishing our sweet of stewed dates when he asked for a story. I was about to help my mother clear the plates, but she motioned me to sit.


“Stay, Elias,” she said. “This is a story for boys who will soon be men.” The fire crackled in the hearth under the iron soup pot hanging from chains above the heat.


“Forty-five years ago,” my mother began, “in the year of our Lord 1204—”


Already Giánnis was interrupting. “Mitéra, were you born then?”


She touched his cheek. “I was not even a spark in my mother’s belly. But your grandmother and your grandfather were alive. They bid me tell my children and tell my children to tell their children.” I imagined that I might have a child one day who would hear my stories and whose hand would be smaller than mine.


My mother sat down at the table. I thought she was the most beautiful woman in the village. Her long dark hair was parted in the middle, and she wore it pinned at the sides with bone combs. When she went out of the house, she kept her hair covered with a maphorion, but at home, she did not wear the veil.


“In those great days, our emperor ruled in the great capital of Constantinople, and Hagia Sophia was filled with the incense from swinging brass censers. Our patriarch preached from the holiest of altars in the Christian world, and a relic of the true cross gave life to our prayers. When the emperor walked the streets, he walked on fresh linden leaves, and from the buildings that lined the Mese flew white and gold silk and samite to welcome his passing. There was no city as beautiful as Constantinople.


“On the seventh day of April, ships of the crusading Franks, led by the swiftest Venetian galleys, entered the straits of the Golden Horn outside the great walls of our emperor’s city. These men called themselves ‘pilgrims,’ and their aim was to conquer the Infidel in Jerusalem. But these so-called pilgrims came with their warships, their armies decorated with the cross, as if they acted in the name of the same God we serve. They dropped anchor in our harbor.”


Giánnis could not restrain himself. “Is this a battle story?” He leaped up from the table and waved his spoon like a tiny sword.


She nodded. “It is a battle story, to paidí mou.”


Her little one—she used to call me that, too—made a few vicious thrusts with his spoon. “I love battles,” he crowed. But I knew, seeing my mother’s face, that this battle story would not end happily.


“When the sun rose the next morning, the Frankish and Venetian ships sailed so close to the great city’s walls that those within could see the faces of the enemy. They had fitted their ships with machines of war and great ladders rising from the decks to the tops of the city’s walls. When the Franks and Venetians launched their attack from the sea, we battled them back. They came so close that our soldiers fought lance to lance from our ramparts to their ship towers, beating back the assault.”


Giánnis could not restrain his outburst. “Did we win?”


Our mother smiled, ruefully. “That day we won, and the enemy withdrew to nurse their wounds and bury their dead. But that, alas, was only the first day.”


I struggled to form the words in my head. “The pilgrims were bound for Jerusalem, so why…”


My mother finished my sentence for me. “Why did they attack our Romaioi capital, the greatest city in Christendom? For all their purported intent to bring the light of Christ to the East, the crusaders saw what they could take from us. They took it then, they take it now, and they will always take it, Elias.” I had never heard my mother like this, so bleak and dire, like a prophetess. Giánnis was undaunted.


“Mama, did the bad ships go away?”


“No, little one. Their army bound their ships, the Pilgrim and the Paradise, together to bring our doom.” I wished that my mother would stop the story. I wanted to stay on this side of the divide between my childhood and what lay beyond.


“Mitéra, finish!” Giánnis tugged at our mother’s sleeve.


“The Pilgrim and the Paradise came so near to the walls of Constantinople that their ladders flanked the great tower and knights could leap from their ships’ masts onto the tower itself. The great wall was breached. The Latin crusaders, in the guise of holy conquest, tore through the streets. They slaughtered our people until their battle horses slipped on the rivers of blood. They took our holy icons, looted our churches for their gold candelabras and chalices, defiled our relics. They put a lady of the night on the patriarchal throne in the Hagia Sophia. They captured the emperor and executed him like a lowly criminal, far from the kingdom that was his by right. They sacked the city and took its riches back to their own lands. Even now the great golden horses of the first emperor Constantine—crowned eight hundred years ago—decorate the Basilica in Venice, and the conquerors divide up the spoils and our lands like spoons of quince sweet among greedy children.”


Giánnis frowned. “What’s a night lady? And can I have quince, Mitéra?”


“No quince today, Giánnis.” She did not explain the night lady; I was old enough to understand. It was at that moment I realized that my father was one of them. Though he had been born years after the city’s fall, he was a Frank, and the Franks had led the charge to storm the walls and bloody the streets of Constantinople.


My mother put her hand on my shoulder. “Elias, will you take your brother outside while I finish in the kitchen?”


I went out with Giánnis to play at swords. But I was slow, my mind on my mother’s story, and my brother broke through my defense to bruise my shin. That evening my father returned brimming with exciting news. Soon I was to begin service in the court of the prince and take a position in the newly built kastron of Mystras.


Giánnis leaped into our father’s waiting arms. “Pèreas, can I go with Elias?”


“When you are older. But now, you must serve only your mother, as I do.”


“Ah, Jéhan, always my gentleman,” my mother said, and he enclosed her too in his wide embrace.


That lovely spring day in 1249, my brother beat me in a game of swords, I saw my beloved father as a stranger from an enemy land, and I began my service to the place that would engrave its name upon my soul.


ELIAS BORGHES


January 1250


La Lacedemonie


Writing never came easily to me, despite the hours my mother spent guiding me through my letters. I read easily, but when I held a stylus to scratch letters on wax or in ink on parchment, the shapes resisted my control. My mother tried to be sympathetic, though I saw her frustration. I wished I had been promised to a monastery rather than the military, but I took up the sword because the pen eluded me so persistently. In fact, I was not much better with the heavy weapon than the lighter one.


The kastron—Mystras’s fortress—was built at the top of the hill named Myzithras. Some said the name came from a maker of sheep’s milk myzithra cheese or from the conical shape that cheese was molded into. I thought it was as if God had finished the Taygetos mountain range and then, as an afterthought, set the last bit at the mountains’ feet.


Prince Villehardouin used the Greek name Mystras for his new castle. The builders took old stones from ruins found in the valley, some from ancient Sparta, where Helen took Paris’s hand and left for Troy, bringing war in her wake.


I was eager to join my father, who trained with the garrison. “With the kastron, our good prince protects his subjects from the savage Milengoi Slavic tribes,” my father said. We stood in the small garden outside our house where we grew fragrant amaranth—vleeta—herbs, and a single silver-leafed olive tree.


“Have you fought the Milengoi, Pèreas?”


“Many times. They are brutal, hardened by making their home in the Taygetos mountains. They come down from the peaks, savage with the intent to reclaim the land the prince has captured.”


“Will I fight them?” The thought was horrifying.


My father put one arm around my shoulders. “Soon, they will no longer be a threat, thanks to our prince and his new fortress. The tribes have been driven back to the interior of the Taygetos, and their chieftans will soon accept his governance. The appearance of might can change an enemy’s mind.” Appearance of might, not might itself. I tucked those words away for further thought.


“Do you see, Elias, how the fortress was built? On two sides, sheer cliffs drop into chasms, defense assured by God’s hand. And to the southeast is a tower so tall that a guard can see miles in all directions. The citadel of Mystras is truly unassailable. Tomorrow you will begin training to join the guards that protect the city. I have looked forward to this day since you took your first steps.”


My father said Prince Villehardouin loved the land as we did, and we were glad that the prince kept us safe. We might have remained glad. But the ambition of princes is legendary.





“We have a newcomer among us.” Pantaleon, the head of the squadron, motioned everyone to sit. He was barely taller than I (and I was not large for twelve), but every sinew of his body was full of purpose that made him seem larger. His eyebrows were thick and dark, and grew together in the middle.


All the other heads turned toward me. My face flushed. “I am Elias, son of Jéhan Borghes, a soldier in the court of the prince. My mother, Chryse, is a midwife in the village.”


“Welcome, Elias,” Pantaleon said. “We are now The Six.” The number, as he said it in Greek, became an incantation of shared intent.


I was one of the gasmoules—half Frank, half Greek—employed in the kastron. On the day I arrived, Pantaleon called a meeting of our group in the chapel. Outside, the soldiers went through their exercises, swinging their swords and making sure their bows pulled true. Inside, the chapel smelled of wax, the long tapers lit in prayers that rose to heaven.


I was the youngest. Pantaleon, at eighteen, was our leader. Nikos, so huge his arms were the size of my thighs, was sixteen and, like me, had a soldier father. A half-healed slash on his arm was carelessly wrapped in cloth. Theodore, thirteen, had wide light-blue eyes that made him look perpetually startled. He had joined just the week before. He whispered in my ear, “Nikos makes sure everyone sees his wound, as if he got it fighting. But he cut himself with a knife he was sharpening. Let Nikos think you’re impressed and you’ll be better off.” I took the excellent advice. Fifth in the group was Demetrios, serious and quiet. His dark hair curled behind his ears and he had a slightly crooked nose that made me wonder whether he’d been injured in a fight. I was afraid to ask. Something about him made me want to stare, but I forced myself to turn away, afraid I’d offend him. He was old enough to bear arms in the kastron’s guard, and I imagined that should he kill a man, he would neither enjoy nor brag of it.


Marceau was last to introduce himself, and he took his time. I knew at once that he was dangerous. He was the son of Evrard Lusignan, the garrison commander, and his pale, angular face sported a superior smirk. Unlike the rest of us, he was of pure Frankish blood. During introductions, when his dismissive look swept over me, a chill raised the hair on the back of my neck.


“My father commands all of yours,” he said with a curl at the corner of his mouth. He spoke Greek laced with French. Marceau took out a delicate silver tool to clean his nails. I did not need Theodore to tell me that Marceau lorded his origins over us, the half-breeds.


Nikos adjusted his substantial weight on the bench, making it creak. “Marceau, why isn’t your father a priest like your grandfather?”


Marceau sneered. “You may actually be even less intelligent than you appear, which is hard to imagine.”


Pantaleon interjected. “Men serve God in different ways: some within the church and others on the battlefield.” He turned to me to explain. “Marceau’s grandfather, Père Villenc Lusignan, is a man of God. We are fortunate to have his grandson in our midst.”


I wondered why the son of a Frankish commander would be thrown in with a regiment of gasmoules to train. We were not well-loved or fully trusted by the Franks, though they were happy enough to use us as soldiers.


“How does he have a grandson if he’s a priest?” The audacity of Nikos’s question left me openmouthed.


Marceau put his hand on his dagger, but Pantaleon touched his arm in warning. Even Marceau heeded Pantaleon. “The holy man turned to God after he lost his wife.”


“I’d rather be a fighter than a cleric, married or not,” Nikos said. His lack of guile made me warm to him.


“Some of us are better suited to kill a man than to lead him to God,” Marceau said.





In February, a month before my thirteenth birthday, I faced Marceau Lusignan in the practice yard. I had never been paired with Marceau; I suspected Pantaleon had protected me from him. Marceau rolled up the sleeves of his shirt beneath his tunic, while I shivered with the cold he seemed not to feel. His mouth twisted at one corner like a fighting dog’s, and he came at me, sword arm raised. I dodged his first blow, then the second. The third slash of his sword could have taken my ear or eye, had I not moved in time. Instead the point slashed at the skin between the two, cutting a burning arc in my cheek.


Marceau stopped and looked down at his own arm, spattered with red. “So this is what mixed blood looks like,” he said. “The same red as any man’s, despite gasmoule pretensions about your noble Roman origins.” Marceau took a square of cloth he used to wipe the sweat from his brow and carefully cleaned the streaks of blood. He kept the cloth, folding it into the scabbard at his hip. It chilled me to see a piece of myself in his hand. Though he was in name one of us, for him the name was as shallow as the Evrotas river in the height of summer.


PÈRE VILLENC LUSIGNAN


February 1250


La Lacedemonie


Père Villenc heard his grandson enter the house, announcing his arrival with the clatter of weapons on the marble tiled entry floor. Twice, tiles in the mosaic had needed to be replaced from Marceau’s carelessness. Was it carelessness? Over time, watching his grandson, Père Villenc had begun to see a wanton, deliberate destructiveness. He recalled Marceau’s face when the household dog tipped a brazier warming the upstairs triclinium, and the fire spread to engulf the dog, who howled in pain. At first, Père Villenc had thought the boy was shocked into immobility, but when he saw his grandson lean back calmly against the tapestried wall to watch, he felt a chill. It was hard to believe that Marceau, then only eight, could possess such innate cruelty.


That pleasure in destruction and in the suffering of others had grown as Marceau matured; he was as cold as the steel of the blade he’d learned to wield. At least the boy showed no sign of the scourge, not yet. No movements distorted his young limbs. Evrard, Marceau’s father, had an odd clumsiness about him, though Villenc wondered whether his fears were creating evils where there were none to see. Evrard was as bland as Marceau was vicious; the Lusignan curse could not be blamed for Marceau’s cruelty, which came, Père Lusignan feared, not from disease but from the devil. This thought came with an involuntary twitch, a flick of an arm he could not suppress, and he stumbled as he walked toward the door.


“I met the new boy,” Marceau said, “and I don’t think much of him.”


“You do not think much of anyone,” Père Villenc said reflexively, then realized what he’d heard. His mind drifted more these days, missing fragments he was not always able later to retrieve. “New boy?”


“He’s called Elias. His father’s a soldier in the garrison. Can’t say he’ll make much of a fighter, but his father must think he will.”


“You are sure his name is Elias?”


“He says it the Greek way. He’s a gasmoule, Greek mother and Frankish father.”


Père Villenc’s head buzzed: These are the four names: Elias. Ilias. Mystras. Myzithras. The blood of Franks and Romaioi come together in this place, two streams into a river.


Blood. He saw Marceau was holding a cloth, spattered red.


“You’ve been hurt?”


“Not I,” Marceau said.


“You wounded a fellow soldier?”


“If you can call Elias that. I taught him a lesson; he’ll have a scar to show for it. I’d have brought you his ear but I missed my mark.”


“Don’t kill him, just keep your eye on him,” Père Villenc said. “Tell me what he says, and does, and where he goes.”


“You want me to follow the runt of the litter? That promises to be a dull business.”


“It is Lusignan business.” Villenc held out his hand. “And I’ll take the cloth.” His own limb writhed away from its intended target, as if it could not bear the contact.


EUDOXIA


The old man had come again. She knew his acrid smell, and the rustling of the dried grasses on the stone floor marked the irregular shifting of his feet. Now there was the smell of blood, hot and alive. How long had it been since she’d had a sacrifice to feed her visions? He handed her a piece of cloth. The feel and smell of blood. The words flowed through her.


This is the blood of the servant sworn to the Prophet, the blood of the guardian of the gates. The blood of the boy who watches and waits. The blood of the babe promised on the mountain’s top.


This blood shall give him life, life beyond the curse that writhes the limbs and withers the soul. But yours, Lusignan, yours shall give you death and give your son death and your son’s daughters and sons. For death is in the blood of your line, and the twitching of the serpent in your limbs is death tightening its grip. While the Watcher lives and lives and lives, you shall die and die and die. Death is in your blood as life is in the blood of the Prophet’s promise.


The old man cleared his throat.


“Can the blood of this boy save us? Can it?”


The blood of the boy is life, she rasped. Then she was done, the river of words leaving her gasping on the shore.


ELIAS BORGHES


Summer 1250


La Lacedemonie


Pantaleon took me aside after the others had left. We were in the kastron’s chapel, where the soldiers came to be blessed by the military chaplain.


“How are you finding your time with us, Elias?” Pantaleon smiled encouragingly. When he asked me to speak, I felt a familiar tightness in my chest.


One summer when I was small, a rabbit intended for my mother’s pot escaped its cage, bounding out the doorway of our house. I’d pursued it, running. But when my breathing narrowed to a high-pitched wheeze I had to stop, straining to find the breath I’d lost. My mother came quickly, wrapping her arms about me, and praying in Greek until I could breathe again.


After that, Mitéra made me wear an amulet about my neck, an enkolpion etched with an image of the Profitis Ilias. “Your namesake,” my mother said. When I touched it, saying the prayer my mother taught me, my breathing eased. That night, we had no rabbit stew.


Now, with Pantaleon waiting for my answer, I took the amulet in my hands and words came. “I am proud to be a part of your company,” I said, “though I’m not the most capable student.”


Pantaleon smiled wryly. “Few admit weakness.” He motioned me to one of the wooden benches in the chapel and sat beside me. “Like most boys in our company, you come from the merging of East and West. But gasmoule is a word of the West, and words are shaped by the struggle for power. The Latins call us Greek, we call ourselves Romaioi. Our language is peppered with French, the way the fleur-de-lis decorates stonework of our cities. Do you understand?”


I thought of the story my mother had told me. “I understand.”


“Despite this mixing of our blood, the love that made us who we are, we remain true to our Roman roots.”


I reached out to touch the back of the pew, where a fleur-de-lis was carved next to an eight-petaled flower. “Do we not serve the prince of Achaea?”


“We serve him loyally. But do not forget that the prince’s own kinsman Geoffrey was among the soldiers who took Constantinople and chronicled its taking. When the double-headed eagle flies again over Constantinople and Mystras, we will rejoice because the rulers we serve share our blood. Can you follow the prince now and still keep the secret flame burning in your heart?”


Was this treason or truth? “I can,” I said, deciding in favor of the second.


Pantaleon put his hand over mine. “When the time comes, you will know.” We left the chapel together.


ELIAS BORGHES


1252


Mystras


I woke in the night to the sound of my parents talking. My brother Giánnis was snoring in his seamless sleep. Giánnis looked like our father: light-haired, with round blue eyes in a sunny face, and he had a disposition to match. Though he was ten years to my fifteen, he was nearly my height and, had he wanted to, he could have crushed me in a test of the wooden swords we once played with under the olive tree. I had my mother’s dark hair and eyes, as well as her delicate build. Although I liked it when others commented on our resemblance, I knew that it was not always a compliment to compare a grown son to his mother.


Tonight an edge to my parents’ nighttime conversation brought me fully awake. I crept out of the bedroom and stood, listening.


“Jéhan, I worry about Elias,” my mother was saying.


“All mothers worry, Chryse.”


I could imagine the way my mother narrowed her eyes when she did not agree. “Elias is ill-suited to fight.” I agreed with her. But a renewed threat from Slavic mountain tribes required a battalion to defend La Crémonie, and Pantaleon had told me I was ready. Prince Guillaume’s new palace, rising on the plateau below the kastron, was expected to rival his current residence, La Crémonie, in comfort and opulence. Inside the fortified walls there was already plenty to attract raiders—livestock, weapons, stores of food, and gold.


“Chryse, you swore our firstborn son to Mystras’s defense.” My mother had not told me that.


“This may not be the manner in which Elias is best equipped to defend it.”


“Every mother of a soldier fears for her son’s survival. But it is late, my Chryse, and we must sleep to manage the day ahead.” After that, they were quiet.


Back in bed, I lay awake a long time. If my mother doubted my competence, why had she kept me on the soldier’s path? I shared her fear.





The next morning, I woke early while Giánnis snored on like a spring brook. My mother was already in the kitchen, pouring a pitcher of frothing sheep’s milk into a pot over the fire. Three lemons sat on the table, and my mouth watered at the promise of fresh myzithra cheese. A bowl of honey waited, too, and a loaf of bread.


“Kalimera, Mitéra.”


My mother turned, spoon in hand. “Did the promise of myzithra and honey wake you?” I shrugged. My mother raised one eyebrow. “Tell me.”


“I heard you and Patéras talking last night.”


“Ah, I see.” She stirred for a few seconds. “And what did you make of it?”


“Why am I training to become a soldier?”


She hesitated. “Your father and I dedicated you to the protection of Mystras together, before we knew your talents.”


“When I was born, Mystras was only a tree-covered hill.”


“I did what the Profitis Ilias asked of me.” My mother always walked the line between the physical world and that of the spirit, and I knew she listened to voices beyond the range of others’ hearing. “The prophet whose name you share saved your life. At the top of the hill where the kastron stands was once a shrine, and the spirit still lives on the hilltop, though the walls of the shrine have come down, and the stones have been used to build fortifications. There, I dedicated you to Profitis Ilias, who brought the wind that filled your lungs. In return, I promised you to Mystras: to the city that would flourish on the hill. I swore you would serve, for all your… life.”


I noticed her odd pause. “Does my joining the prince’s guard fulfill that promise?” Her response was half nod, half shrug. I wished, sitting at the table while my mother stood at the fire, that we could go back to the time when I thought my mother had no doubts. “Mitéra, how did you come to love a Frankish soldier?”


My mother sighed. “I wondered when you would ask. You mean, how can I make a life with a man who took our land and sent our emperor into exile?” I stared at her. She looked like the mother I’d always known. “How can I love a soldier from a land whose soldiers burned our homes and stole our icons from the Hagia Sophia? Is that what you mean, Elias?” My mother stirred the milk fiercely, as if she might beat it into submission.


I stood up from the table, my legs shaking. “Yes, that is what I mean.” All the questions I’d never asked rose to the surface. “How can you love my father when you resent his origins? And how can l?” My throat burned. I did love my father, and so did my mother. This is what it meant to be a gasmoule, this insoluble mix of love and anger.


My mother took the pan off the fire. She came and wrapped her arms about me—it did not matter that I was no longer a child.


“Love is a bridge,” my mother said.


“What if someday the bridge connects two lands at war?”


“It already does, Elias. It already does.”





I came back from my first skirmish with my first real battle wound—a slash in my cheek, in the same spot where Marceau had sliced me open two years before. The sheer terror of being in battle marked me more fiercely than the Slav’s spear. There is nothing like looking into the face of a man who wishes to kill you. My enemy tried to with his spear, but Pantaleon’s battle-axe, catching the Milengoi warrior’s spear arm, saved my life. Pantaleon finished the man off.


“You shall carry that scar for all your days,” my mother said that night. She was holding back tears. At the table that evening, while Giánnis plied me for stories, my mother held her mouth in a thin line.


“He will be better equipped for the next battle,” my father said, resting his hand on my shoulder. I should have felt proud, but I felt only fear.


The scar healed, but as my mother foretold, my face shaped itself around that new line—red and angry, then fading, but never gone. I fought more battles, and, when I wasn’t fighting, stood watch at Mystras’s gates. We all accumulated scars, some visible, some in our hearts. I got better at fighting, but I never grew to love it. Then, the scar served to remind me of my mortality. Eventually, it would come to mean something altogether different.










chapter three


HELEN ADLER


Winter 2015


New York


“Mama, do you wish you could live forever?” Alexander shifted from one foot to the other.


“I’m having enough trouble making it through this week,” I said, trying not to swallow the pins in my mouth. I was adjusting the hem of a pair of new pants I’d finally bought for Alexander, and since he was wearing the pants, it took extra attention. They were three inches too long. What nine-year-old giants were the template for boys’ clothing designers? At least he’d have room to grow.


Alexander put his hand on my shoulder to steady himself. “Dad used to laugh when you said things like that.”


I looked up, trying not to poke either myself or Alexander with a pin in the process. “Things like what?”


He didn’t answer me directly. “Dad laughed a lot.”


My thoughts spiraled grimly. Dad laughed a lot. I don’t. I’m not fun. I restrained myself. “Yes, he did.” To take the pressure off, I went back to pinning.


Alexander sighed. “You remember that time when we were watching Hotel Transylvania? That was really fun.”


I did remember—Oliver had laughed so hard at the movie (and had such a distinctive goofy laugh) that everyone around us started laughing because he was laughing, and we went out for ice cream with the bunch of laughing strangers afterward. Things like that always happened with Oliver; every outing turned into a party. Oliver hadn’t grown up in New York City the way I had. He had a small-town sociability that I—trained to be suspicious of interest from strangers as a sign of either a con act or a come-on—did not. So I took a while to warm up to the post-movie event. The city is not as bad as I make it sound; there is a gritty friendliness about New Yorkers that I both appreciate and embody. We are nicer than we look. But at the post-movie spontaneous dessert, I was the only one not laughing, and was acutely aware of not being able to. Plus, one of the kids in the group asked me whether I was Alexander’s grandmother because I had “so many wrinkles.” His mother looked like a teenager.


I took the pins out of my mouth so I could talk without injuring my tongue and thought about Alexander’s earlier question. “I don’t know whether I would want to live forever,” I said. “Would you?”


“Only if other people did, too,” Alexander said. “Otherwise it could be lonely, living while everyone else dies. But if you could live forever with your family, that might be nice.”


“Yes,” I said slowly.


“But it’s too late for Dad now.”


I put down the pincushion and pulled Alexander into a hug. He buried his face in my chest and wrapped his arms as far as they could go around me.


“It would be okay if it was just the two of us, living forever,” Alexander said, his voice muffled against my sweater.





A year into widowhood I was still no expert at helping Alexander grieve, particularly not while grieving myself. Sometimes everything was so hard—getting Alexander out the door in time for school, coaxing him through his painfully slow writing, figuring out how to change the broken light bulb in the antique ceiling fixture that Oliver’s mother had given us—the light that I’d always hated and now hated even more.


Oliver would have known what to say when Alexander got in trouble for reading Greek mythology in science class. The call from the teacher meant I was supposed to come home after a crushing day at work to reprimand my son about distracting kids with the story of the Minotaur. While making instant mac and cheese and silently criticizing myself for it, I found out the rest of the story.


Alexander, having more experience and maybe aptitude for science, had finished everything he was assigned in five minutes. So, when Alexander had finished with the assignment (correctly), he’d found something to read, since science class was held in the library. The library that had been closed because the public school couldn’t afford a librarian.


“We never get to check out books,” Alexander told me, sadly, over the mac and cheese he loved, which made me feel both better and worse about making it.


I was not as gracious on the phone with the school administration as Oliver would have been, and at the end I started crying. The assistant principal, probably thinking that I was an unhinged widow, quickly ended the conversation.


Alexander grew even quieter and slower. He drifted in the mornings when he was supposed to get dressed for school, and I’d leave his breakfast bagel to burn in the toaster while I found him buried in an illustrated version of The Odyssey, or playing puppets with his socks and an invented language that sounded like Greek. It was only in the brief moments between tasks that his thoughts came out, usually when I had no time for them.


At his afterschool program, his peaceful exterior hid some surprises. One day he came home with a classmate’s 1953 wheat penny, which he returned reluctantly, after I discovered the “I traded it” story was not accurate. I had to have grave and apologetic conversations with several school staff, and then had to spend two days lecturing Alexander about stealing while he fidgeted and failed to meet my gaze. He gave the penny back and didn’t do it again, as far as I knew. But it didn’t help our flickering connection. We needed a break, but I didn’t know how to take one.


Once my fall grant proposals were done and submitted, I picked up Alexander a few minutes early and suggested a movie. We got an extra-large popcorn and a mammoth bag of gummy bears and settled in for his film choice, which I am fairly certain was about penguins surfing. Afterward, we walked out into the Friday evening bustle of Union Square. We passed a vendor selling gloves and Alexander pulled me over to look. He fingered the wool and fleece, as if his hands were helping him think.


“Mom, can we go on a vacation together? Not just me going somewhere while you stay home and work.” Don’t just ship me off to camp, you mean, I thought.


“Where do you want to go?” I dreaded him saying Disney World. Or maybe he’d want to go to the beach. No… not the beach. I stared at a pair of mittens while remembering Oliver’s frayed Hawaiian print swim trunks and felt my vision blur. I wondered how either of us would ever manage a beach again, now that Oliver had gone happily into the water and hadn’t come out. He’d never been afraid of the ocean, but maybe he should have been. Who knows how much fear is the right amount?


When Alexander finally answered, so much time had passed I’d almost forgotten I’d asked him anything.


“I want to see Sparta.”


I didn’t want to disappoint him. “Sweet boy, Sparta doesn’t exist anymore.”


Alexander shook his head. “I know ancient Sparta doesn’t, but there is a place called Sparta now. They call it Spárti in Greek. Just like there’s a real Mount Olympus.”


“Let’s look up the details when we get home, okay?” He nodded, but he knew he was right.


Alexander pulled me toward a food cart, where we bought a hot dog to share. As we made our way to the subway, Alexander resumed where he’d left off. “I want to go to Greece, where Helen came from. Grandma told me you’re named after her. Don’t you want to go there, too?”


Suddenly I did. I wanted to go to the place where my name came from, the place my son knew more about than I did. I wanted to go on vacation with my kid, who was interested in everything, held my hand even though I hadn’t laughed at his favorite movie, and reenacted Greek myths with his socks.


Of course, wanting and doing are different, and the exciting idea looked dubious the following morning when I arrived at work to a pile of tasks I’d let slide while racing to meet grant deadlines. After an hour of answering emails, I made myself feel worse by reading a news article about the challenges of travel in Greece with the looming vote on austerity measures from the European Union.


Why had my son, lost in a haze of ancient history, chosen a country that would take two thousand dollars and fourteen hours to get to, where banks might shut down and strikes might immobilize transportation, and where if either of us had a health problem we might be better off catching a plane to nearby Turkey? After Alexander went to bed, I looked up the modern town of Spárti. As Alexander had assured me, it definitely did exist.





As a result of his accidental presence at my Huntington’s disease funding meeting, when Alexander next encountered the topic of HD, he was prepared. I was struggling with my new widowhood hobby, knitting. It wasn’t going at all well. I’d heard crafts were relaxing, but cursed at dropped stitches as the misshapen scarf emerged from my needles. Alexander was watching the news.


I heard his program in the background while I pulled out yet another failed row and started over on the scarf no one would ever wear. I was imagining myself as Penelope, Odysseus’s wife. While he traveled the world in the adventures Homer immortalized in The Odyssey, she wove and put off suitors, who were promised she’d become available once the tapestry was done. She effectively avoided getting married to someone else by nightly unweaving her tapestry, then blithely starting again the next day. I did not miss the irony of the comparison with my widowhood knitting. I wasn’t exactly fighting off suitors, but I knew I wasn’t looking for a new husband either.


I glanced quickly at Alexander’s screen to make sure there weren’t any nightmare-inducing violent images, but it was just landscape rolling by, azure water and white cliffs, then a flash to a street protest with signs in Greek. I managed to spell them out slowly—my recognition of Greek letters came mostly from science. Omega-Chi-Iota? It looked like OXI. How was that pronounced? I heard a snip of audio, and I realized OXI was pronounced “ókhi.” It meant “no.”


Then it was gone, and the talking head was back. I forced my eyes down to the knitting. I’d dropped three stitches.


“Mama,” Alexander said, “look.”


I went to stand by Alexander. The program was about the austerity measures imposed upon Greece by the EU, draconian economic restrictions designed to bail Greece out of hopeless debt. The piece alternated between shots of angry demonstrators and a reporter interviewing a university professor. He was going on about how, in return for the unassailable benefits of belonging to the Magnificent European Union, the ungrateful Greek people, who should be Eternally Grateful, were instead complaining.


But Alexander wasn’t paying attention to the content; he was pointing now, touching the screen. Below the talking head was a yellow banner: DR. PIERRE LUSIGNAN, CHAIRMAN, THE HELLENIC FOUNDATION TO END HUNTINGTON’S AND OTHER NEURODEGENERATIVE DISEASES. What did HD have to do with a political broadcast? The professor sneered as he disparaged the protestors for their resistance. “This is the price Greeks pay for evading taxes, since they’re too lazy to work,” Dr. Lusignan concluded.


The announcer signed off. “This has been Christos Mourtzinos, reporting from Sparta. Thanks to our local expert, Pierre Lusignan, professor of Hellenic studies from the University of Peloponnese, for today’s thought-provoking comments.”


Alexander remained entranced by the television, which he rarely got to watch. “They have Huntington’s disease in Greece?”


“They have it everywhere.”


“Professor Lusignan is not very nice,” Alexander said.


I agreed; he wasn’t. Meanwhile there were peculiar details about this particular not-nice expert on television that bothered me. First, Pierre Lusignan’s accent sounded French, as did his name. Second, why would a scholar of Hellenic studies be on the board of a society for neurodegeneration? Third, why was the Peloponnese a hotbed of Huntington’s research? I needed to know more. That night as I lay in the dark, I kept thinking about Huntington’s disease in Sparta and the Greek Pierre. Maybe I needed to read some history before we went to Greece. Assuming we were going.





One night, while Alexander and I sat companionably at our keyboards sharing an order of General Tso’s chicken, Alexander figured out how to surf the internet. Why did I leave my nine-year-old unsupervised on his own computer? One-word answer: dysgraphia. Anything that begins with dys is generally not good. A Greek prefix, these three tidy letters are crammed with meaning and indicate something “bad, difficult.” While graphia means “writing.”


My son is neither bad nor difficult. But his writing is bad and difficult. Or bad because it is difficult. I knew it, and so did he, proven by the pencils he’d snapped in his frustration, the erasers chewed down to stubs. I’m glad rubber isn’t toxic. Dysgraphia was the formal Greek name for Alexander’s dis-ability.


Parent-teacher conferences without Oliver were misery, and not only because if I didn’t save the occupational therapist’s email address, no one else would. Keyboarding, the school said, would be so helpful. The occupational therapist handed me a sheaf of papers. “Resources,” they called them—a bunch of websites. Fortunately, Alexander loved keyboarding. There is grace, in fact, in the universe. Grace, though, comes at a price. Alexander now had not only a reason to spend thirty minutes a night on a computer, but also an entry point into a world I’d limited before.


I make it sound dire, as if his attempts to bypass dysgraphia ended in cyberbullying or pornography. It was nothing like that. When he typed in “plane tickets to Greece,” he found a shockingly cheap fare to Athens.


I was opening my fortune cookie when he turned the screen to me. “Look, Mama. Does ‘round trip’ mean we go all around the world?”


“No, ‘round trip’ means going there and coming back.” I smiled at his way of dancing with words. I looked at the fortune I was holding and started laughing.


“What’s so funny?” I held out my fortune to him. He read out loud: “You will be offered an opportunity for unexpected travel. Take it.”


HELEN ADLER
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