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PART I
PENELOPE’S STORY: A GIRL PLOTS A MARRIAGE




CHAPTER 1
  [image: Image]


I loved him in that first moment. The Greeks believe love can strike like that, like sweet poison from an invisible arrow rushing through your veins. My hands shook, my legs went numb. I stumbled to the nearest wall and rested the wine jug I was carrying. Holding my breath, I watched him stride across the courtyard in his plain, unbleached tunic, confident as if he were wearing golden armor wrought by the gods. King of a small, barren island, he had no gold armor, no grand palace, no legitimate claim to such brazen confidence. His name was Odysseus.

“Look at him,” our servant Hessia said. “Not a chance in the world, and he’s parading in here like a prize stallion….”

Odysseus had come to Sparta to court my cousin Helen, joining a dozen other suitors who were fast drinking up our reserves of wine. According to servant gossip, Helen had been fathered by the great god Zeus, and she was destined to be the most beautiful woman the world would ever know. All of the Greek kings wanted her. All of us paled in comparison to her spun-gold beauty. But this was the first time I’d ever felt jealous.

“Odysseus has as good a chance as any man here,” I snapped, and Hessia looked at me suspiciously. “Here, take this wine and see that it’s mixed properly,” I said, eager to rid myself of her nosy presence. “And make sure Helen does her stint at the loom and doesn’t go running off to the stable.”

Both of us were charged with watching over my beautiful cousin. Hessia had been Helen’s nursemaid, and when Helen’s mother died, I’d been imported from my own home to serve as a civilizing influence. I was reserved and sensible and, even then at age twelve, already well trained in running a household and making fine cloth at the loom. My uncle, King Tyndareus, hoped his daughter would want to emulate me.

But to no avail. Four years later, I was sixteen, and Helen, a year younger, was still a wild spirit. On that particular day, her attention darted between the dowry clothes just arrived from Athens, the new foal in the stable, and the litter of kittens behind the stairs. She had no use for directing servants or taking inventory of food stocks, and little interest in her glorious destiny.

My own destiny was to be cast as the “true-hearted Penelope,” but my celebrated virtue has been exaggerated. Love taught me to be devious. Right there in the courtyard, under the noon sun, I began plotting to have Odysseus for my husband—and all my life I have plotted to keep him.

Against all logic, I stood there on that first day trying to find a way to prevent him from meeting Helen. In truth, my splendid cousin took little notice of the kings vying for her hand, except to make fun of them. Most pitiful of all was stocky, red-haired Menelaus. He was brother to Agamemnon, high king over all Greece, who was already married to Helen’s older sister. Poor Menelaus went speechless and beet red, redder than his hair, whenever Helen drifted by. Then there was huge, hulking Ajax—the largest man any of us had ever seen. We called him “Monster,” but I knew Helen was secretly terrified of him.

Fortunately for me on that first afternoon, my cousin was scheduled to try on the new dowry clothes, and I stayed to supervise servants in the great hall. I was able to watch Odysseus from behind the columns of the adjoining vestibule. I sent a slave with a basin of scented water to wash his feet. I made sure he was supplied with the choicest cuts of meat and a basket of bread warm from the oven. The other suitors gathered for news of places he’d visited en route to Sparta. After a while, one of them asked him to entertain them.

Ajax called for silence. “Now that he’s feasted, Odysseus can tell us one of his stories. He tells a better yarn than any of the bards. But don’t be tempted to believe him. This man can charm the fish out of the ocean, and he has no reverence for the truth.”

“That’s because truth always depends on where the storyteller is standing,” Odysseus replied, “and on what he wants. For are we not defined by our desires?” He beckoned for the steward. I had directed the man to pour our best ten-year-old Pramnian wine for Odysseus alone. I didn’t think he’d noticed until he glanced over at me and raised his cup. A pulse throbbed in my temples. I looked away.

Then he began a story in his deep, melodious voice, the words pouring out like liquid. Ajax was right. Odysseus was more skilled than any bard. Lord of an insignificant island, with a farmer’s homespun tunic, shoulders too broad for his height, and a thatch of sandy brown hair, he was really no match for the assembled kings. But his speech transformed him into a hero, and I understood why the men were so drawn to him.

It was inevitable that Helen would find me, that there would be some argument over the new clothes that would require my intervention.

“Penelope, Hessia says the turquoise robe is too short!” Helen said, tugging at my arm to get my attention. “She says I’m a disgrace. Look! Am I?”

Helen was radiant in the turquoise robe, the color mirroring the blue-green of her eyes.

“And you promised to braid my hair, with cornflowers entwined … remember? What are you waiting for?”

“Odysseus is telling a story about a king whose wife fell in love with a prize bull….”

She looked over at him then. “Hessia says his island, Ithaca, has no running room for horses. No pastures of any kind. It’s steep and rocky, only good for goats.” She laughed, displaying perfect white teeth. “King of the Rocks!”

“He has more brains than all the others combined,” I said, and then added, in a whisper, “Hush, he’ll hear us.”

It was too late. Odysseus had paused in his telling. The men turned in their chairs, devouring Helen with their eyes. I saw Odysseus taking full measure of her beauty, and I reached to pull at her veil so it would cover her lustrous gold hair. Suddenly, I wanted her dead, my sweet companion, dearer than any sister. Frightened by my murderous thoughts, I pushed her ahead of me out of the vestibule.

The next day Odysseus found me in the colonnade, which runs the length of the great hall.

“Lady Penelope. Thank you for the wine, for all your attentions. Are you always so gracious to visitors?”

“We try to observe the laws of hospitality.” I lowered my eyes. It wasn’t proper for an unmarried girl to be seen conversing with a man. And I was almost too breathless for speech. He’d taken the time to find out who I was! He’d spoken my name in his liquid bard’s voice.

“Careful,” he said with a teasing smile. “The others will lodge a complaint about special treatment.”

“They’re all too besotted to notice,” I heard myself saying. I nodded at Helen across the courtyard.

“Ah, yes, the fabulous Helen.”

But he had turned his gaze back to me. His eyes were brown, flecked with gold. “I can see she’s completely dependent on you,” he said. “What will happen when she goes off with one of these kings? Will you have to go along?”

“I never thought beyond her marriage,” I lied. “I suppose my uncle will arrange something for me. Right now his overriding problem is what to do about them.”

In the adjacent hall, Ajax and a lean, sharp-eyed king named Palamedes were yelling out bets in a game of draughts, played by tossing stones on a small table. Menelaus was throwing his spear at a target painted on the wall, to hoots of praise from the lesser kings.

Odysseus pointed with his chin. “Tyndareus is no fool. He’ll select the most powerful, and that’s Menelaus. His brother Agamemnon receives tribute from all the Greek kings.”

“No matter which one he chooses, it will likely provoke a war, the losers united against the winner and against Sparta. Meanwhile, the banquets are draining our treasury. No one knows how it will end.” I smiled, shaking my head. “I won’t bore you with the latest grain inventory.”

“In that case, I’m even more grateful for the rare and delicious Pramnian wine.”

Helen had spotted us. I stammered an excuse and ran to intercept her before she could come and stand next to me, outshining my darker hair and skin with her gold braids and ivory complexion.

After that, I forced myself to stay out of the great hall, afraid to be caught watching him. Still, I had a sixth sense for his movements, scanning for him at the edge of my vision whenever I passed along the colonnade. I took careful note of his habits. In the hall he often sat observing the action and thinking his thoughts, and once he almost seemed to be looking my way. In the twilight hour he liked to leave the city walls and walk in the olive grove.

On the third day, as the afternoon sun waned, I plaited my dark brown hair in a crown of braids entwined with fragrant flowers that I had taken all morning to select. I rubbed alkanet juice on my cheeks and put on my best white robe, cinching the waist with a silver belt that had arrived with Helen’s dowry clothes. I reminded Helen that she needed to stay at the loom and practice the pattern I’d been teaching her.

“My border isn’t going to look anything like yours,” she complained, laughing, and then, “Penelope, you look lovely! What are you dressed up for?”

I shrugged. “I suppose I’m inspired by all the new clothes. Does the belt look all right?”

“You look beautiful! Here, let me tuck in this stem.” She reached to adjust a gardenia woven into my braid. “Where are you going?”

“Out … to the orchard.”

She narrowed her gaze.

“To gather some of the herbs for fever. From underneath the olive trees.”

“You’re wearing festival clothes to go pick herbs?”

Blushing furiously, I picked up my basket and ran off before she could ask any more questions.

“Wait,” she called after me. “You forgot your veil!”



CHAPTER 2
  [image: Image]


I pretended to be surprised when I found Odysseus at the end of a row of trees, silhouetted against a rose-streaked sky. He came to meet me, taking my basket as he walked along beside me.

“The orchard reminds me of my farm back in Ithaca,” he said, “and after a day with carousing suitors, I’m hungry for silence. Still, it’s amusing to watch them casting glowering looks along with their javelins, flexing their muscles whenever Helen passes by….”

“You don’t seem distressed by your own poor prospects.” I swallowed down a lump in my throat and went on. “Forgive me, My Lord, but you said yourself that Tyndareus is bound to select the wealthiest and most powerful of the kings.”

“I have no expectations for myself. I’m only here to observe.” He slowed his pace and glanced at me, his expression speculative. “And I don’t begrudge Menelaus his prize. Helen’s even more empty-headed than I expected her to be.”

Automatically I jumped to her defense. “Really, she’s not! She just … lives to enjoy the moment. Like a child. Like one of the immortals. She’s not attached to the future. Never worries, never plans.” I sighed. “Sometimes I wish I could be more like her.”

He was studying me thoughtfully. “Your loyalty to your cousin makes you all the more admirable,” he said softly.

I was caught in his mountain cat eyes, my heart thumping so loudly, I was certain he could hear it.

“For years I’ve tried to envision the wife I wanted to share my bed. Be mother to my children….” He shook his head. “In an abstract way I could list qualities—beauty, intelligence, integrity. But she was always a hazy portrait in my mind’s eye….” I watched him take a deep breath and let it out.

“Until I met you,” he said. “Until I saw your face, your quiet strength … You have a way of putting people at ease. Curse it, I’m not doing this well.” His smile was surprisingly shy.

I didn’t know how to respond. There were no rules for this conversation; such matters were always negotiated by a girl’s father.

“I’m trying to tell you that Helen pales in comparison to her cousin Penelope….”

And still I could find no voice. My soul was standing aside, watching us walk side by side as the sky deepened from rose to violet. The world was hushed, holding its breath, and I understood that this was the most perfect moment I would ever know.

“If only I had something to bargain for your hand,” he rushed on, as if reassured by my silence. “Your uncle no doubt intends you for the second-best king.”

I inhaled the scent of wild oregano, an herb the Greeks call “joy of the mountains.” I wanted to capture every detail, so I would remember always.

“Zeus Thunderer, woman! End my agony!” He dropped the basket and caught my arm. “Do you want me or not?”

I lifted my hand to his cheek. His skin was smooth and cool, his beard gold at the ends and brown underneath. “More than my life,” I said, “from the moment you came striding across our court—looking like you owned the place.”

Eyes shining, he unraveled my braid and combed out my hair with his fingers. He buried his face in it. “So fine and silky, just as I imagined it would be, and smelling like flowers.”

I took a crushed gardenia, fallen from my braid, and held it up to him, my hand trembling. I kept wondering what Helen would say if she could see us—or my uncle Tyndareus. I twisted away to look over my shoulder.

“Don’t be afraid; no one ever comes here at this hour.” He captured my face in his hands. “Penelope, my dearest love, I can’t believe my good fortune, that you would give yourself to me….”

I couldn’t believe I was here in the orchard, without escort, without permission. That Odysseus wanted me, not Helen! All at once I felt proud, defiant, not at all like myself.

“I’m not afraid,” I whispered.

In that slow pull toward one another, there was no more talk. I did not once think about my uncle’s consent, though that was a significant obstacle to our marriage. The poets make much of this joining together of a man and a woman, but the sweetness of his touch, the mystery of his body, these were more magical than words can tell.

When I returned to the women’s quarters, I looked at myself in the mirror, expecting to see some fundamental change. My cheeks were flushed, my eyes shining, as if with fever. I felt my life had only just begun, that everything else had been preparation for this day. I opened the shutters and stood gazing at the western horizon until the faint pink glow melted into blue. “How is it possible to be so happy?” I asked the gods.

But in the morning I began to search for a way to earn my uncle’s blessing, to convince him to give me to the lord of a poor and backward island.

“Penelope, what’s the matter with you?” Helen asked me several days later. She was at the mirror twisting ringlets into her bangs with a heated curling iron. “You’ve been standing at the loom for the longest time, just staring at the threads.” When I didn’t answer, she said, “Hessia saw you with him, coming up from the orchard; all the servants are gossiping.”

I picked up my shuttle and thrust it in and out of the row of warp threads.

“Yesterday you were laughing together in the vestibule, where everyone could see.” She smiled, watching my reaction. “He scares me with his brooding and his clever speeches. Whatever do you talk about?”

“The problem of your suitors, for one thing. Odysseus thinks he’s found a way to select one of them without causing a war.”

“But I don’t want one of them. You know that!” She set down the curling iron and came over to the loom. “I want us to go on the way we’ve always been.”

There was such pain in her blue-green eyes that I gathered her into my arms, still searching for words to tell her what had happened to me.

“Let’s run away to the mountains, just the two of us,” she said. “We can live on berries and nuts and not marry anyone.”

“Dearest Helen, we’ve talked about this before. We’d starve to death in the mountains. We’d be captured by bandits and held for ransom. And there’s no money to pay a ransom. Your suitors have drained the treasury.” I stroked her flaxen hair. “It has to end. You see that, don’t you?”

She shook her head, tears staining her pale cheeks. How I pitied her, pitied everyone who didn’t know the miracle of love.

I never found the courage to tell her about Odysseus’s famous solution. Helen had to hear of it from Hessia.

“Zeus All-Knowing, he’s found a way to prevent bloodshed,” the old nurse sputtered, red-faced and breathless from running to find us. “Come, hurry! Your father’s about to announce it from the gallery….”

“Wait, what’s happening?” Helen asked as she ran along beside me. Hessia didn’t stop to answer. For me, it was too late to try to explain. We arrived in the men’s hall in time to watch the tall, white-haired king climb the stairs to the gallery and look down at the faces below.

“I have news you’re all eager to hear,” he yelled above the booming voices. The suitors noticed Helen’s presence and gradually became silent, as if each man were dreaming of lying beside her in bed.

“Whoever wants to be considered for my daughter’s hand will have to swear a sacred oath,” Tyndareus said into the sudden hush.

“Me first!” Palamedes yelled; Ajax banged his great spear on the floor for silence.

“Hear me out, everyone!” the king went on. “Before I announce my decision, you’ll all have to swear an oath to Helen’s husband: that you’ll defend the man from anyone who envies his good fortune and tries to steal her away.”

Their shouts subsided.

“For the rest of your lives! Like a blood brother …”

The suitors scanned one another’s faces as the implications of this promise dawned on them. If they swore the oath and weren’t chosen, they were prevented from ever attacking Helen’s husband. Worse, they were honor bound to protect the man!

The king smiled down on them, knowing there would be no warfare among the suitors.

Later they sacrificed a horse at the altar underneath the gallery. It went to its death without a struggle, a good omen, showing the plan favorable to the gods, especially to Father Zeus, the All-Powerful. The priests cut the carcass into twelve sections. Each suitor stood next to one of them and repeated the oath.

“There were only twelve,” Helen said when we were back in the women’s quarters. “What happened to Odysseus? He wasn’t there.”

Hessia passed a hand over her forehead, frowning at me. “You were supposed to tell her,” she said, and then, gently, to Helen, “He’s been awarded Penelope … in exchange for his solution. Don’t cry, my love. It’s what we needed to get you married off.”

“I don’t want to be married off!”

Hessia took a short breath. “Penelope doesn’t belong to you anymore. She’s given her heart to him. You’ll feel that way about your husband when the time comes.”

“No, I won’t!” Helen cried. “Not ever!” Twisting away, she lashed out at my loom and sent it crashing to the floor.

“This was your doing!” she yelled from the doorway. “The oath, everything! You gave him the idea. I’ll never forgive you.”

Helen did forgive me after all, four years into her marriage to Menelaus, when she herself felt the sweet sting of love’s arrow. But it wasn’t Menelaus she fell in love with. It was a beautiful Trojan prince who launched a great war by carrying her away. And in the end I was the one who never forgave her.



CHAPTER 3
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I loved everything about Ithaca, the quiet island rhythms, the rocky hillsides dotted with sheep and wildflowers, and especially the palace, which was really just a well-built country manor, open to mountain views and salty breezes.

Odysseus feared I would miss the luxury of my mainland home. He brought in a master craftsman to make me a chair with a footrest, inlaid with whorls of silver and ivory. My husband built our bedroom himself, walling in a favorite courtyard. He carved our marriage bed out of a large olive tree that was still alive and rooted in the earth. Shutters closed, working by torchlight, he capped the trunk and made it into one of the bedposts.

“I want the olive tree to be our secret,” he told me on the night our bed was finished.

“You know nothing escapes notice of Eurycleia,” I said, smiling. Eurycleia had been my husband’s nurse when he was a baby. Odysseus’s father had bought her for the worth of twenty oxen just before his son was born. Recognizing her intelligence and loyalty, he eventually gave her the keys to the household. He also avoided sleeping with her, so as to have no discord with his wife. In turn, Odysseus’s mother allowed Eurycleia unchallenged rule over servants and slaves alike. Now, hair graying at the temples, she stood ready to anticipate my husband’s every wish.
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