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“Tad Crawford has excavated literary treasure from the fragments of epics that continued the stories of The Iliad and The Odyssey. Channeling the voice of Telemachus, son of Odysseus, he conjures up a lost world of gods and heroes in a towering triumph of poetic imagination. He somehow makes the distant past as real and present as the back of your hand, and as entertaining and compelling as the epics were to the Greeks of old.”


—Christopher Vogler, author of The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers


“The Homeric spirit, alive and productive, can reside in a modern author. That author is Tad Crawford, the story he tells is an inspired one narrated by Odysseus’s son, Telemachus, to the poet Phemios, not in the language of modern day, but as if mentored by the spirit of Homer in words and images that sing as in ancient times, close to nature, alive with gods. I urge you to read this book, but not just with your eyes. Read it aloud, so that it immerses your ears and engages your tongue with sounds uncommonly heard these days but sounds that carry a clarion call to what we have lost from the past but sorely need for the future. Bravo!”
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Note to the Reader


The Trojan Cycle is far more extensive than either The Iliad or The Odyssey. In the centuries following Homer, other authors fashioned six more epics which, unfortunately, survive only in fragments. On Wine-Dark Seas scrupulously portrays the little we know from the Trojan Cycle while enlarging the human dramas of characters made famous for all time by Homer’s epics. A Glossary of Names and Places begins on page 213, an essay, “On Wine-Dark Seas: Sources and Reflections,” starts on page 231, and maps of Ithaca and the Mycenean world at the time of Odysseus’s return to his home commence on page 255.
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Phemios, I have lived my life enduring a hatred and odium that few men suffer. On this stony and barren island to which my father returned from the embraces of divine women and the Underworld itself, I have since manhood known nothing but the evil eye, the muttered calumny, and a sullen obedience that slaves might offer in fear of the overseer’s fists. Innumerable times I wished I had followed you on the boundless oceans of the world. I might have traveled to Egypt, where Menelaos himself spent seven years as a merchant on his long return with Helen from Troy. But I would no more abandon Ithaca than leave a child whom I loved.


My famed father, godlike Odysseus, cared little for the odium he and I would suffer for slaying my mother’s suitors. He considered those men to be like his enemies at Troy and slew them without even exulting in their deaths. We paid the fortune that Odysseus had hidden to the suitors’ families to end the blood feud, but gold and silver cannot bring tranquility or forgetting. My father died at an age when men have lost everything—friends, enemies, the memories of life itself. Twenty years had passed since he returned to Ithaca and enlisted me in his killing of the suitors. Despite this, each of the hundred suitors had relatives who donned black robes for my father’s funeral. You might imagine they had come to gloat over his corpse or curse him one final time. But I have never seen such grief, as if the black plume of smoke from my father’s pyre carried off the souls of the survivors as well. Soon I realized their grief poured out for the loved ones whom Odysseus and I had slain. I saw the sister of Amphinomos pitch herself among the jagged stones. When another bent to raise her, she pulled her whitened hair and cried her brother’s name.


I remember Amphinomos with light in his eyes. He was so fine a man that even Odysseus warned him against his fate. When my spear roosted between his shoulders, he trembled like a sleepwalker trying to wake. He knelt as if before a shrine, as if he might rise again.


All up the skyward-seeking path among the goatherds, the keening of the mourners never ceased. The small clan that grieved for Odysseus seemed lost among these others who longed for loved ones lost on the expedition to Troy or slain by the great tactician on his return. When my father died, I sent my messengers seeking you. You are a poet of both love and war. As a youth I stirred to your account of the heroes who fought at Troy. My father will be known to the future not as the man he was, but as the man of whom you sing. Often at Troy he called himself “the father of Telemachus,” so I too have a part to speak in his story. Wealthy men can pay some poets to chant a story first this way, then another. I cannot offer you wealth to hear me, but only the truth I know.
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My earliest memories are of the boats loading by the quay. I would wake before dawn and rush to the harbor to watch the men fill the hoists and loft the supplies into the dark holds. Goats, gourds of wine, dates, amphorae filled with olive oil, fodder—whatever our islands might harvest or earn by trade. Gradually the ships would rest more deeply in the calm harbor, as if their bellies held new life. These supply ships carried the life of our islands to our soldiers fighting in distant Troy. When I was a child, I heard talk only of victory and the pride with which Ithaca and our band of islands had sent Odysseus forth.


The women, including my mother Penelope, would climb the long path up Mount Neriton. Each day they hoped to raise their cries of joy for the sails of the returning fleet. But as the years passed, the women forsook that lookout from which the bay and channel lie bare. They had chores to do in their homes and few men to help them. Perhaps one woman might be seen there, solitary and staring into the empty distances. I often accompanied my mother. She would point me first in one direction, then another, trusting in my young eyes to see what hers might miss. If I cried out for a sail, she would hold me as if to smother my very life. Of course, these sails were never the fleet from Troy, but perhaps a trader or our own supply ships returning home with more news of the dismal siege.


My mother had her inner vision to comfort her on our long vigils. When her eyes found a waste of empty sea, her heart had already brought her husband home. She cherished him like an inner flame and served her lookout hours in patient dreaming. Often, she would speak to me of my father in such terms that I could only hope someday to be such a man as Odysseus. In our great hall, where later the hundred suitors feasted, I would play with sticks for the walls of Troy and stones for the thousands of Greeks who besieged them. How easily godlike Odysseus in his chariot of gold breached these childish walls. How pitiably did King Priam and Hector and the women of Troy plead for mercy from Odysseus’s hands. How often did I imagine that day when he would at last return triumphant to his hearth.


During my father’s long absence, I started to hear cruel rumors explaining why Odysseus led our islanders to fight at Troy. I had always believed he fought reluctantly. But some men claimed he feigned insanity when King Agamemnon came to ask him to join the Greeks. That he had so little mettle he wept and could not leave his wife and son.


Only by a clever trick did Palamedes uncover this deception. If you believe these lies, why not believe Odysseus took revenge on Palamedes and murdered him cold-bloodedly at Troy?


The very men who cursed him for being slow to join the alliance of the Greeks cursed him as well for his motives in going. They claimed he left a rich kingdom to seek for plunder he did not need. Or he envied his father, Laertes, for having stormed the walled city of Nerikos and wanted to surpass that feat. Or Odysseus, as a losing suitor for Helen, fought only because of the vow taken by all the suitors to defend her marriage.


I would have sworn to you these rumors and more that I heard were calumnies. I believed my father cared nothing for glory or plunder. He had the respect of every man on this island and a wealthy farm to meet his needs. Nor did he compete with Laertes, who had long since given the kingdom to Odysseus and retired to his own farm to command his herders. When Agamemnon pled with my father to go to Troy, my mother told me Odysseus wanted our islands to stand in their rightful place among the kingdoms of Greece. In this Greek alliance he saw a hope for peace enduring many years after the fall of Troy.


I remember one battle of which you sang, when Hector’s greatness let Trojans breach the Grecian earthworks and drive the Greeks in panic toward their ships. Achilles sat in his tent and cared nothing for the ships burning on the beachhead. Great Agamemnon let the Trojans see his noble back as he ran to launch his plunder-filled ships for home. Quaking, he cried to his allies to save their skins and abandon the battle. Your songs were an education to me in the follies of men.


Only my father Odysseus turned the Greeks again to the battle. Only Odysseus cared for the shame that would forever follow the Greek armies in their rout. Only Odysseus remembered the alliance and the cause that would be lost. As the men-at-arms turned their backs to the Trojans, he exhorted and rallied them to face the enemy. Is this the act of a weakling or a man who cares only for plunder?


By the time Troy fell, it seemed Ithaca had been besieged for ten years. Our wealth and the harvests of each year had gone to our armies overseas. If the name of Troy passed a woman’s lips, it would be spoken like a curse. The pride for Ithaca’s standing in the alliance had long been forgotten. Each day desire haunted us. We no longer wanted one gift or the realization of a single hope. It would not be enough to bring home the father of this one or the husband of another. We craved a far greater reward to quiet these years of needing. If you felt a divine compulsion to sing and yet had no words for your saga, then you can imagine what our lives had become.


Those first ten years were terrible, yet worse followed. Poseidon refused our armies a passage home. Despair filled us all, for when has a victorious army been so vanquished? Only the gods could multiply the suffering we had already endured. If our men-at-arms had died and the burial rites been spoken, we might have learned to accept our lives. But we no longer knew what to hope. Ten years we had longed for the war to end. Now it had ended, but hope itself seemed to vanish with our armies. Each day might bring the fleet to our sheltered harbor, but we ceased looking to the sea. Why pray any longer when Zeus certainly had turned a deaf ear to our entreaties?


After seven years like these, the suitors began to gather in our hall. First came Antinoös, who had escaped service in Troy by the wealth of his father, Eupeithes. My mother refused his offers to wed, but others joined him—Eurymakhos, Agelaos, Ktesippos, and a hundred more. Soon the hall where I had played as a child echoed with the laughter of strangers feasting on the stores Odysseus had kept in our large cellars. My mother worked calmly at her loom while the suitors caroused and hoped to supplant Odysseus in his home and in her heart.


I came to know the suitors and I shall speak more of that later. You might imagine these princes had better tasks to achieve. But they seemed as lost as our fleet and yearned for any new hope. I admit I too fell under their sway, for I was a youth and longed for the company of men. They brought you to the island to sing, Phemios, and I had never heard such wonders as those of which you told. If they stayed against the will of my mother, and kept you against your own will, at least they showed a love for her beauty and your songs. In their contests and trials of arms, I enjoyed a fellowship I had never hoped to have. I felt the great hall filled with my elder brothers who included me in their pranks, feasts, and competitions. We could fatten what remained of my father’s herds and forget the laden ships launched for Troy. If our feasting offended against my absent father or the gods to whom we seldom made offerings, I paid a price for my joy.


At last, Antinoös, who led the suitors in their revels, insisted my mother finish her weaving and select her new husband. You remember how Melantho, the maidservant, had told him Penelope unwove her tapestry each evening with the same patience she wove it each day. Seeing my mother’s wedding day approach, I fled to the courts of Nestor and Menelaos to seek word of my father. But I had no hope he lived. If a ship with a fair wind can sail from Ithaca to Troy in ten days, how could it have taken my father ten years to return? Only I could defend my mother and my patrimony against these suitors.


I sought King Menelaos as an ally. Seated on my lesser throne near his great one, I exclaimed in amazement at the silver, the gold, the rich-woven tapestries, and the slave girls of every exotic race. The red-haired king wore a crown of gold and jewels peaked by four enormous bull’s horns. Necklaces of gold bedecked his huge chest and diamonds covered the thick belt clasped about his immense girth. He liked reclining in his cushioned throne, which could have served as a lovers’ bower for a man and a woman of normal size. When he struggled to his feet, his scarlet jowls rippling and his breath racing in his throat, his slaves would cover him with the black pelt of a bear. A great hunter—certainly not Menelaos—must have guided home the arrow that killed such a prize. So Menelaos in gold and diamonds, horned as a bull and pelted as a bear, presided over the rich court of Argos. When I told him he dressed like a god, he modestly denied his luxuries could compare to theirs. Being a youth and naive, I lived in Menelaos’s glorious deeds at Troy and imagined him still to be the heroic lord of the war cry who had driven Paris from the field.


How strange I find those brother kings, Agamemnon and Menelaos. Agamemnon besieged Troy for ten years because Helen had been stolen from his brother. Yet Agamemnon took beautiful Briseis when she belonged to Achilles. No man should lose a bride as Menelaos lost Helen, or lose not only a bride but also his life as did Agamemnon. But these men saw right only when it suited them. Were my pleas to Menelaos different from those that made Odysseus seek to bring Helen back from Troy? Just as my father had been lost fighting for Menelaos’s stolen bride, I expected Menelaos to offer me men and arms to defend the bride of Odysseus. I spoke of the shame of our hall besieged by suitors and my certainty that my mother would be forced to marry against her will. If Menelaos’s beaked warships merely appeared in our harbor, I knew the suitors would slink away. Menelaos reclined on his opulent throne and measured each grape in his thick fingers before dropping it on his palate.


I never imagined he would send me home empty-handed to the murderous suitors. If he had forgotten my father’s name, I would have been no more surprised. He wept for Odysseus, whom he swore to have loved and cherished above all others. My heart felt buoyant to hear him. He spoke of giving Odysseus a domain to rule in Argos, if my father had not been lost at sea. Sizing me up like a common merchant in the market square, he offered me a chariot, three of his finest horses, and a golden cup so I would remember him in the reveries of wine. I knew he gave these gifts in place of sending soldiers home with me. I refused them, but at length accepted a small cup of silver from fear he would insist I remain another twelve days in Argos and leave my mother to her fate.


Then Helen remembered my father as a beggar sneaking within the walls of Troy. She claimed to have bathed, anointed, and protected Odysseus. Brazenly she dared say my father told her the plans and disposition of the Greek armies. Not even Menelaos believed this story, and he mildly recalled how Helen tried to betray the Greek soldiers concealed in the wooden horse. Walking outside the horse, she used her gift of mimicry to call to each man in the voice of his wife. She acted as a faithful wife to all those heroes when she could not be a faithful wife to one.


Helen brought out a wedding gown, perhaps like the one she had once worn and later dishonored. Not content with saying it was for my bride and my joyful wedding days, she implored me to have my mother Penelope guard this gown in her bedroom. How Helen must have despised me. She should simply have called me a suitor and sent me home to marry my own mother! She hated all the Greeks for rescuing her from the raptures of Deïphobos’s scented bed and returning her to brutish Menelaos. Especially she wanted revenge on Odysseus for the wily trick by which he enticed Troy to dismantle her walls. Smiling, she wished me a speedy journey home to where the suitors waited to slaughter me. And each night she mixed a potion of forgetting in our wine, so that I might not remember the terror in my hall and my rightful claims as heir of Odysseus.


Then I raged against my father and cursed him for a fool. Of all the causes for which he might have struggled, the return of this glutton’s queen struck me as madness. I thanked the royal couple for their gifts. When Helen divined that my father lived and would in fury reclaim his patrimony, I swore to remember her as a goddess. For I turned homeward in despair and cared little for the niceties of truth. You mixed with the suitors and heard their plans to kill me. I hoped only to spare my mother from marrying Antinoös, the worst of them. If I could slay him, I would go happily into the gloom of the Underworld and embrace my famed father at last.









CHAPTER 3
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Everyone knows how I evaded Antinoös and his gang as they waited by the islet of Asteris, but you couldn’t know the turmoil in my heart. As a child, the mere idea my father might have died brought tears to my eyes. For hours I would imagine the many ways death might have found him—pricked by Paris’s devious arrow or crushed by the boulders tumbled down from the high Trojan walls. At the same time, within a moment of my most fearful thoughts, I would imagine my father stepping lightly from his warship. From his helmet of golden bronze would rise a vermillion plume. A great scarlet cape, silver-threaded, would flow in layers over his silken tunic to his leggings and sandals of finely worked leather. From the wide sash of blue about his waist would hang the sheathed blade by which he had lived. Since I had never known him, I would recognize him not by his face or the hard-muscled body that had been husband so long to war and dangerous journeys, but by the light within. When I would speak the name “Odysseus,” to which no one had ever replied, he would embrace me, and we would weep together at last.


The winds billowed in my sails as I bore down the running waves toward Ithaca. At moments fear overcame me, and I doubted my resolve. Whether I lived or died, my mother would marry. Her ruses and refusals had merely given the suitors a pretext to feast on the estate that should be mine. Perhaps I should have remained a guest of Menelaos or Nestor and returned after the wedding day. After all, isn’t it natural for a widow to be courted? If the suitors slept with the maidservants and feasted too long on the cattle and wine, should I add the sacrifice of my life to this shame?


I imagine all men feel these torments. Hector, the finest of the Trojans, ran from Achilles in fear. How quickly I might regret my courage and flee from Antinoös. Or fling my arms about his knees and beg him to remember when Odysseus saved his piratical father from the rage of the Thesprotians. That long night I studied the map of the stars overhead, thinking I should sail on toward the rimless edge of the world and forget this home of sorrow.


Instead, I formed a plan. Among the suitors were far better men than Antinoös, men like Amphinomos, Agelaos, and Leodes, who merely sought a bride. If I could provoke Antinoös to try to kill me in front of the suitors, Amphinomos and the others might come to my aid or, by the gods’ glory, I might slay Antinoös in my father’s hall. Then I would bring my case before the assembly of all the Greek allies who fought at Troy. If they owed any man a debt for his allegiance, it was Odysseus. I would demand the death of Antinoös and restitution from the rest of the suitors for what they had consumed in their revels. By the time I had sailed wide of Asteris and secretly set foot again on Ithaca, I cursed the poverty of my cunning and thought only of the means to kill Antinoös.


I wonder what might have happened with this plan of mine. Would I have gone early to my death or lived a hero in my land? If I had lived, might I have been beloved and admired by my neighbors? These possibilities I tossed in a beggar’s cup.


I had gone directly to the cottage of our shepherd, Eumaios, a fine servant who had belonged to our family since long before my birth. It was there I met a man who reminded me at once of the beggar Helen had described meeting in Troy. Eumaios with his kind heart had believed a bit of this crafty beggar’s story and sketched it for me quickly enough. The man claimed to have only recently escaped from the Thesprotians, the very same allies who had once wished to hang Antinoös’s father. This story alone should have turned me against the man, but I thought of Helen and my heart went out to him. What reversals of fortune can afflict us all. Even my father Odysseus might once have pretended to be one of the earth’s outcasts. And, although I wore a fine cloak, how did my suffering and my exile from my own hall differ from what this man might have undergone?


The beggar had tossed himself on a pallet of straw near the torch. He wore such soiled wrappings about his waist that even a slave would have disdained them. His tunic was also filthy and in tatters, but the most repulsive aspect of his wardrobe was the reindeer pelt he wore as a cloak. Mange had rotted the skin, so it hung threadbare and discolored. I can’t imagine it offered any warmth or even a shield against the cold wind. His bare chest had hollowed with illness and a terrible scar spread from nipple to nipple. Dirt clotted on the gray hair covering his chest and shoulders. About his long and furtive face fell sparse, matted locks. The lean cheeks gave him a look of hunger, even after he had feasted on roast pork, bread, and a beaker of our hearty wine. When he spoke, his yellow teeth looked broken, like the ravaged jaw of some dying dog. A horrible disproportion had made the trunk of his body far longer than his legs. He might have been a dwarf had he been very much shorter. His eyes moved constantly, as if he expected to be struck by friends and enemies alike. Never for a moment did he look directly at either me or the shepherd. And from the way he constantly scratched himself and the pungence I smelled off him despite the mist of smoke in Eumaios’s cottage, I knew the meanness of his life.


Like so many others, he claimed to have fought beside Odysseus at Troy. The sword scars on his shield shoulder and the jagged tears on his chest and above his left knee showed me he had no doubt been a soldier or a pirate. What tales wheezed from his lungs! On patrol with Odysseus, he left his cloak in the camp and in the early morning hours feared he would die of the cold. Eumaios had already heard this story, but the fellow must have prized it highly and repeated it again. I knew he would make his way to our hall and tell it yet another time for my mother, who would reward him with a hot meal and a night’s shelter as she had blessed so many other vagabonds. In any case, with teeth chattering he told my father he could not survive the night without a cloak. To help this careless fellow, Odysseus lied to his men and told them that in a dreadful dream he had seen their small patrol slaughtered to the last man. He asked for a volunteer to run to the beachhead for reinforcements. A noble youth, Thoas, tossed down his cape and raced for the ships. This beggar wrapped himself in the youth’s warm cloak and slumbered close by Odysseus through the night.


My blood ran hot to hear the fellow. I felt my father would no more have lied about a dream than he would have insulted a shrine of Athena. Aren’t dreams the vessel of our divinity? Many men accused my father of lying, but this beggar’s story showed my father lying merely for the sake of the lie. Why should he have done that? Or lied to harm his family, his friends, or his allies? He lied to defeat his enemies; he lied in service to his own honor and his allegiances. What, they say, was the Trojan horse but a lie? In truth, they could have stormed the Trojan walls for eternity and never breached them, except that my father deceived the Trojans. I have even heard men shame Odysseus for his disguise when he returned to his own hall. In truth, of course, the men who utter such remarks never saw the walls of Troy and never returned to face the suitors in their halls.


That night in Eumaios’s cottage, I felt a bottomless revulsion for this stinking beggar. Much as I despised his appearance, I hated his stories about my father far more. I didn’t believe such a fantastical liar could have known my father or served with him in the war. If Odysseus had a man to spare from the patrol, he could have simply sent this beggar back to the ships on some errand. Through all of these wild imaginings, I believed the beggar merely wanted a fresh cloth for his waist, or at most a tunic and a woolen cloak. Willingly would I have given these to him and more—a sword and sandals—if he would only have continued his wandering and left me to brood. I dispatched Eumaios to tell my mother of my safe return. Her servant Eurykleia could carry this news to Grandfather Laertes, who had been ill with fear for my safety.


The beggar trailed after Eumaios to the gate and watched him vanish on the dark path. In the forest a wolf howled while nearby a sheepdog whimpered. When the beggar turned to me again, he looked larger and far fiercer. I trembled to see the wildness in his eyes and wished I could call Eumaios back. Had the suitors hired him for their ugly work? He came quickly toward me—his bearing and stride like a soldier’s—and I cried out to him:


“Remember my offerings of food, shelter, and a cloak of wool. Be merciful, stranger.”


“Fear nothing from me,” he answered and embraced me roughly. “I am your father.”


“You filthy beggar, let go of me!” If I could have freed myself from his grasp, I’d have killed him on the spot. “I believe you were once a soldier by the look of violence on you. But you’ll never be my father in this world.”


Odysseus stepped away from me and searched in my eyes. “I am the only father you shall ever know, the only father who shall ever return to you. My anguish and wandering will soon end. Act like a prince and not one of those cowardly suitors who tremble at the thought of my return. Accept me as I am.”


I wept with humiliation. I put my arms around him. He held me to his unknown body and wept with me. But I couldn’t forget my fine dreams of an upright warrior who shone like a god. He spoke of the pain of our separation, but I felt my pain far greater than his. As I listened longer, I marveled to think this was the man who had in truth performed such prodigious deeds at Troy. Except for this man, Helen would have never returned to Argos. Except for Odysseus, the Greek armies would have been routed and the walls of Troy would have stood forever. What was my complaint, I asked myself. That he didn’t look like a hero? He had conceived the wooden horse and sprung from its womb in a new and violent birth. I felt ashamed of wanting the image of another man, the man who shone with spirit.


When the gods shake us, they don’t stop with half measures. I hadn’t dried my tears before my father began planning to kill the suitors, to the last man. Madness is sometimes divine, but not this rage. He had hidden treasure in a cave and feared the suitors would plunder this as they had his home. Why didn’t I suggest my own plan to Odysseus? He could have taken my place in slaying Antinoös. But if I had truly planned such a feat, every thought of it had vanished from my mind.


“Great fighter that you are,” I pleaded with him, “two of us are no match for more than a hundred. We’ll die without benefit to my mother or ourselves.”


What a look he gave me, as if he might want a different son to replace one who had lived so long with the suitors.


“I fought with Poseidon on my right side and Athena on my left,” he answered. “Our road home lay burning on the beaches and Hector speared men from his chariot like a god of war. After Troy fell, Athena abandoned me in fury. Nine years I wandered suffering before she forgave me. I haven’t survived so much to be merciful to cowards who stayed home and feasted in my hall.”


I had cursed the suitors, but I couldn’t imagine killing them all.


“Tell no one I’ve returned,” he commanded. “Can I trust you not to? Not the shepherd, nor your old nurse, nor any of the slaves, and certainly not your mother.” He smiled grimly at my surprise. “Agamemnon never saw his children as I see you now. His wife and her lover murdered him for his homecoming surprise. It won’t be that way with me. When the last suitor has choked on blood, I’ll cry Agamemnon’s name in my heart. Who can count a woman’s secret lovers? How easily she can conceal them from a son or a few servants faithful to an absent lord. Wives learn from their sisters and cousins how to cuckold and murder heroes. Find me a single wife faithful to an absent husband and I’ll spare a suitor in her name.”


“My mother, Penelope,” I answered to calm him.


He shuddered like a man in a fit. Where the beggar’s flesh had hung slackly on his legs and arms, I could see his writhing muscles.


“Then I shall give one suitor a warning,” he said. “Which man has never coveted my possessions or my throne, has never spoken contemptuously of me in my absence, and has never sought to corrupt my wife or any of my maidservants? Is there such a man among the suitors?”


“Amphinomos,” I replied.


He seized my cloak like the scruff of a dog’s neck.


“Is Amphinomos the one with whom she laughs? He’s charmed you too, I see it. He’ll be warned, this friend of yours. And if I die, it will be a death men remember—not the slow bleeding of a stuck swine.”


“I’ll stand beside you,” I promised like the youth I was.


He loosened his grip and rested a hand on my shoulder. “I have returned here as Nobody—a truer name for me than Odysseus. When Nobody knocks on your door, Zeus himself promises hospitality. So Nobody will make a list of the maidservants who’ve whored with the suitors. And the suitors will remember Nobody when they reach the gloomy kingdom where Achilles rules. In that world a man would willingly take a thousand blows to feel the sun’s warmth for a fleeting instant. And you, if you are true to me, shall be Nobody’s son.”









CHAPTER 4
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I swear the island of Ithaca changed when my father returned. As if birds became fish, the moon rose at daybreak, and the tides flowed forever away from the shore, the natural laws men obey vanished from our kingdom. You witnessed the deaths of the suitors, Phemios, and I blame you not at all for leaving the island in such haste. Those bodies stacked in the sun had a scent neither burning nor the burial box have purified in my memory. My father bid you play a wedding tune to deceive the families of the suitors. With what spirit you plucked the strings and sang the nuptial chants. At last, I felt myself believing a wedding feast had reached its consummation. As my mother promised, the man whose arrow pierced through its targets won her for a bride.


I made one terrible mistake that day when I forgot to lock the arms room in the confusion of the battle. This scar on my wrist marks me for that mistake. I wouldn’t have thought a man could reach the small window in the great hall and slip through into the passageway beyond. With swords and spears suddenly in the hands of Eurynomos, Polybos, Agelaos, and two dozen more, I saw my father tremble. I had never imagined I would live so late in the day, but I saw my own death in the crouching men who circled the four of us—Odysseus, Philoitios, Eumaios, and myself. They balanced their spears, shifting and feinting to watch the movement of our shields. Agelaos, who had never harmed me, broke that panting silence and cried to the others to cast their spears in unison at Odysseus. If I threw myself on Agelaos’s knees and swore I had left the arms room unlocked to help the suitors, might he not spare my life and accept my mother as his bride?


How quick the mind can be! For no sooner had my courage receded than it surged forward again. I offered a prayer to Athena and accepted the fate no man can alter. The spears sailed toward Odysseus and I gave a cry of rage and rushed forward to kill Euryades. But you know all this. The point is that my father survived. He didn’t rebuke me for my mistake, so why have I wondered so often about leaving that door open?


My father claimed he could see the gods. After we had returned to Ithaca, he built a shrine to Athena and spent hours staring toward the sea with dreams in his heart. Each meal with him brought an invocation of thanksgiving. My father swore Athena and Zeus would fight beside us. You’ve traveled the world and heard the boasts men make. Did you ever hear another man claim such vision? All men feel the gods at one time or another. I’ve felt Athena like a spirit within, but I never saw her raise a spear against the suitors. I say this to prepare you for one of the many inexplicable parts of my father’s story. Perhaps your song will make more sense of it than I have.


My father, the great tactician, had no plan at all to deal with the vengeance of the suitors’ relatives. He spent the night of their slaughter in my mother’s arms. No doubt the raptures stolen by Paris and Helen hardly compared to this reunion in the great bed hewn by Odysseus for his wife. At dawn, my gray-haired mother bid him a wordless farewell. Did it remind her of his departure for Troy—a beggar, an old shepherd, and a youth slipping into the safety of the forest? We hiked the pastures toward the ridge where Grandfather Laertes kept his hovel. One moment I felt amazed to be alive with the sun lifting from the ocean’s girth and the ceaseless wind at our backs. The next moment I knew this would certainly be my last day on the earth. Like a sentimental fool I longed for all that passed before my eyes; life seemed a memory and I swelled with nostalgia. If we had killed a hundred men, then a thousand would rise in arms against us. For each miracle we had performed a day earlier, we would need far greater feats today. I had never imagined we might kill all the suitors. But Odysseus planned that battle with cunning and courage. Certainly, I saw in him the leader who deceived the Trojans and rode the fantastical horse of Epeios to glory. Now, as the suitors’ relatives and friends gathered in assembly to plan their vengeance, Odysseus lacked any plan except to hope. Nor did he rush to his father for Laertes’s leadership, but rather to relieve himself of the burden of pain a son feels for so many years of separation from his father.


But does one test the father who has worn the goatskin cowl of grief and chosen to waste in a hovel longing for his son’s return? Odysseus couldn’t simply tell old Laertes that he had returned. He had to deceive his father with yet another history of his origins and travels. He called himself Strife, son of King Allwoes. Even so, it surprised me Laertes didn’t recognize the sword and cuirass Odysseus wore—for this sword and armor had been Laertes’s when he besieged Nerikos.


Odysseus left us at the farmhouse and went alone to the orchards to find his father. Eumaios began to regale me with the fables by which Odysseus had deceived him.


“I didn’t believe half of his lies. Every beggar has a bagful, though few so splendid as that uncouth fellow’s. I marked him in my heart for his craft—a man to be watched. He claimed to be a son of Crete, his father a wealthy man and his mother a slave. He married well, a rich lady, but cared neither for the farmer’s life nor fathering a brood of children to tie him down. As a warrior he excelled, and his countrymen convinced him to lead the Cretan ships to Troy. Only after ten years of war, when Athena’s sacred image had been captured and the city sacked, did his deepest trials begin.” Eumaios grinned with a peasant’s appreciation for cunning. “How cleverly he weaves truth and lies together. Then, on the homeward journey, he turned coward in battle and spent seven years in slavery in Egypt. But even as a slave he made a fortune! These riches Poseidon stole from him by sinking his treasure ship bound home for Crete. Yet the king of the Thesprotians nursed him back to life and launched him homeward again. Only to have his crew turn on him with the plan of selling him into slavery, as I myself was once sold by my faithless nurse. He escaped in the rags with which he arrived at my door—or so he claimed. And I believed him more or less—except for the part where he swore to have met Odysseus.” Eumaios could have continued this proud recitation of Odysseus’s ingenuity, but we saw my father and grandfather coming slowly across the empty fields. As I watched them, I wished Eumaios had spared me his stories. What could have persuaded my father to leave a young wife and a newborn son? Paris hadn’t violated his hospitality or stolen his bride. What debt did he owe Agamemnon or Menelaos? Could it be, I wondered, that he had preferred the trials of the world to the quiet life of husbandry he would have lived at home? But if that were true, why had he returned at all?


My father supported my grandfather as they neared us. I realized how far my grandfather’s health had been spent since he moved from Odysseus’s hall in shame at the suitors’ revels. He wore his goatskin hood, his clothes tattered and patched time and again by his own awkward stitch. He had been mulching saplings and grime covered him. He might have been a beggar put to work for the reward of a meal. More than anyone else, he reminded me of the way Odysseus had appeared when I first saw him cloaked in reindeer hide with all his belongings in one battered knapsack. I recalled the pelts of ferocious beasts that had decorated the court of Menelaos, who himself had worn the horns of a bull and the fur of a bear. Why should my father have dressed in the skin of a deer and my grandfather in that of a goat, one lost in the wilds of the world and the other weary with the unyielding chores of his farm?


Laertes’s thin voice cried for joy. “My son has returned!” With that he pulled the goatskin cowl from his head and cast it down. He spat on it and scuffed the dirt as if to bury it from sight. “We’ll feast to a life regained, a thanksgiving to Athena.”


Soon after we banished our hunger and thirst, the lookout cried a warning. Laertes clapped on old armor, and the farmhands—big, sturdy men—grabbed pitchforks and an odd spear or bow. We rushed to form our ranks by the roadside.


Facing us stood Eupeithes, the father of Antinoös, dressed from toe to head in golden armor. He led men armed for war, many more than in our small group. What a handsome leader he made—more as you might imagine the great leaders who fought at Troy than the humble men who lived thereafter.


Eupeithes cursed Laertes and yelled to him: “Goat-griever, isn’t it enough your son took a generation of men to die at Troy? Now he’s back and slain another generation. If you want to die with him, so much the better. We’ll rid Ithaca of your line. That’s my promise to you.”


Grandfather Laertes cursed back in a voice regained from his youth. “Eupeithes, pirate and slaver, you saved your son from Troy while mine had ten years of war and ten years of wandering. I can’t count the times I cursed you. I lost all heart for the joys of this world, knowing my son lived no more. I watched his wife age, his son grow to manhood fatherless, and his mother die early from grief. At times I doubted I ever had a son or a life that was other than endlessly sorrowful. If you lost a hundred sons like Antinoös, even if they had been the best of men instead of the vilest, my suffering would remain unimaginable to you. If your treasures can buy you back life, raise Antinoös up and let him stand here among us. But if men’s wealth means nothing to the gods, then I beg Athena give me strength to heave this spear to its home.”


His withered arm balanced the long war spear and he cast it with the war cry of the warrior who had broken Nerikos’s high walls. The bronzed point pierced the visor of Eupeithes’s helmet and ground through the eye socket to the skull’s secret heart. He toppled as if no man had ever lived within that armor. Panic seized his followers. I raised my sword and followed my father to cut them down before their prowess returned. How quickly the hunger for killing rose in me.


But Mentor, my father’s old friend and keeper of his hall, stepped calmly to the center of the road between our groups. He lifted his hands to still their retreat and our pursuit. Like a priest of Athena, a goatskin covered his shoulders and back. The goat’s head dangled on his chest, its horns, eyes, jowls, and teeth all twisted and transformed to the terrifying face of a Gorgon. Athena herself might have worn this miraculous and horrible pelt to serve as her aegis. In my childhood, Mentor had given me a bow, a sword, and the other gifts a son expects from the hands of his father. For his fair dealing and wisdom, he had long been loved by all. His quiet voice brought us to our senses.


“My friends,” he said, “when Odysseus ruled, he was a gentle king and virtuous, whose benefaction all enjoyed. Did any of you leash your princely sons who consumed his belongings and demanded his bride? He cannot change the retribution decreed by the gods. He cannot make young men whole again to succor your old age and meet your wants. He can only give you what this world provides to men. He can pay you in equal measure the gold, silver, and fire-hardened bronze he has brought home. Accept your share of this and the air you freely breathe. If you demand vengeance, you shall have only the wealth of slaughter.”
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