


amber 

&

clay





Amber 

&

Clay

Laura Amy Schlitz

with illustrations by

Jul ia  Iredale



This is a work of  fi ction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either 

products of  the author’s imagination or, if  real, are used fi ctitiously.

Text copyright © 2021 by Laura Amy Schlitz

Illustrations copyright © 2021 by Julia Iredale

All rights reserved. No part of  this book may be reproduced, transmitted, 

or stored in an information retrieval system in any form or by any means, 

graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, taping, and 

recording, without prior written permission from the publisher.

First edition 2021

Library of  Congress Catalog Card Number pending

ISBN 978-1-5362-0122-2

20 21 22 23 24 25 LBM 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed in Melrose Park, IL, USA

This book was typeset in Dante MT.

The illustrations were done in gouache and fi nished digitally.

Candlewick Press

99 Dover Street

Somerville, Massachusetts 02144

www.candlewick.com

a junior library guild selection



For Stephen Barbara

las

For Ryan

ji



CAST OF CHARACTERS

THESSALY

Alexidemus’s Household

ALEXIDEMUS a rich man

GALENE wife of  Alexidemus

MENON elder son of  Alexidemus

LYKOS second son of  Alexidemus

THUCYDIDES younger brother of  Alexidemus 

TYCHO son of  Thucydides

TIMAEUS son of  Thucydides

RHASKOS THE THRACIAN, later known as THRAX,
later known as PYRRHOS an enslaved boy

MEDA, later known as THRATTA an enslaved 
woman; a nurse; mother of  Rhaskos 

GEORGIOS an enslaved man; a stable master

DEMETRIOS an enslaved man; in charge of  the storeroom

ATHENS

Arkadios’s Household

ARKADIOS a rich man; a citizen

LYSANDRA wife of  Arkadios

MELISTO daughter of  Arkadios

SOSIAS an enslaved man; head of  the household slaves

THRATTA, previously known as MEDA an enslaved woman; a nurse

TAKIS son of  Arkadios



Phaistus’s Household

PHAISTUS a potter; a freedman

ZOSIMA wife of  Phaistus 

KRANAOS an enslaved man; a master potter

PYRRHOS, previously known as THRAX, previously 
known as RHASKOS an enslaved boy

GRAU, later called PHOIBE a donkey

MARKOS a citizen; protector of  Phaistus

ANYTUS a friend of  Menon

SOKRATES a philosopher

ALKIBIADES a friend of  Sokrates

SIMON a cobbler; friend of  Sokrates

ARISTOKLES, nicknamed PLATO a friend of  Sokrates

KRITO a friend of  Sokrates

APOLLODORUS a friend of  Sokrates

BRAURON

KORINNA a priestess of  Artemis

ELPIS a Little Bear

MOUNT OLYMPUS

HERMES bringer of  dreams and king of  schemes; crafter of  
lyres and sometimes of  lies; protector of  travelers, tricksters, 
and thieves; the luck bringer; god of  the golden wand

ARTEMIS goddess of  childbirth; protector of  youth

HEPHAISTOS maker of  beautiful things; god of  fi re

ATHENA goddess of  wisdom, war, and craft; defender of  cities;
the she-dragon; the victory giver





EXHIBIT 1

The letters scratched on the clay are unevenly formed, suggesting 
that the writer was learning to write. Though many words are miss-
ing, what remains is remarkable. Some scholars have interpreted 
lines 10 –11 to mean “I will be a free man someday. I will no longer 
be a slave.” If  this is so, the inscription gives us a unique example of  

Still more extraordinary is the writer’s assertion that he knew 
Sokrates and the reference to Sokrates’s famous saying “The unex-
amined life is not worth living.” A few art historians have been 
tempted to identify Rhaskos the Thracian as the “Horse Painter” 
responsible for the famous red-fi gure vases in the British Museum. 
While this is an appealing theory, there is little evidence to support it. 

Translation 





HERMES SPEAKS

Hermes here. The Greek god —

No. Don’t put down the book —

I’m talking to you. If  the lines look like poetry,

relax. This book is shorter than it looks.

I am Hermes, 

a Greek god,

young, fl eet-footed, good-looking:

Note my winged sandals,

my cloak, my crooked hat — 

I’m the Jack that slays the giant, 

Bringer of  dreams and king of  schemes, 

The crafter of  lyres and sometimes of  lies. 

Protector of  travelers, tricksters, and thieves. 

Also, communication:

poetry, picture books, opera, the internet,

television, smoke signals, whispers in the night.

It’s all my territory. I hear it all.
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—What am I doing here?

I assure you, I go everywhere —

I can soar above Olympus

or dive to the deeps of  the underworld, 

talk to the dead and come out quick —

that’s a pun. Quick means alive,

or used to. Which reminds me: 

I bring you a story that tells 

of  the quick and the dead:

the tale of  a girl as precious as amber,

the tale of  a boy as common as clay.

The meaning, the moral,

is up to you. We gods swap stories, 

but you are the ones

who divine what they mean.

I think because you suffer. We gods don’t. 

We think pain

is overrated. We watch you

the way you watch television. If  you make us laugh —

and believe me,

you do —

we adore that.

If  you make us cry, so much the better. 

That’s a good show. But we don’t lose sleep over your suffering,

or puzzle over what it means.

You poor mortals, you want to know why.

We gods don’t suffer, so we don’t care why.

Where was I? This story: two children. A boy, Rhaskos,

and a girl, Melisto,
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plus a bully, a wise man, and a bear. Wait! 

I’ve thought of  something else:

A tale I stole from a playwright!

It may shed light on our story:

Long ago. 

In the beginning. 

Every person was two people,

gummed together like a globe. Belly to belly! 

Four legs, four arms, 

twenty fi ngers, twenty toes!

They could fl ip and turn cartwheels,

a riot to watch: 

They could curl like waves,

creep like spiders,

and climb like monkeys, 

double-quick, and so wise . . .

(two heads are better than one!)

—Wait. Did I mention the sex thing? 

Most of  them

were male and female: hermaphrodite

(the word comes from Aphrodite, my sister,

and also from Hermes — that’s me).

but some were two men or two women . . .

Either way, they were priceless, 

those fabulous, two-for-one twins!

The only thing was, they were bound to make trouble —

plucky and puckish and proud to boot.

And Zeus, my father, doesn’t like trouble,  
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so he decided 

to chop them in two.

(That’s another thing. We Greek gods

are not known for our tender hearts.)

So! He sliced up the twins as you’d cut up an apple,

cutting their power in half.

And ever since,

people have been lonely:

“Where’s my twin? What happened to my old self, 

my other half ?”

The men who’d been fastened to women, chased women.

The men who’d been fastened to men, chased men . . .

and so forth. We watched. It was amusing. 

It’s still amusing. All that panting and longing,

and loving and losing. Dear child,

somewhere in the world is your missing piece,

and you’re going to spend your life trying to fi nd her

or him, as the case may be. I wish you good hunting.

I wish you good luck.

The children I spoke of  before were like that.

They weren’t alike, but they fi t together,

like lock and key. The boy, Rhaskos,

was a slave boy. Unlucky at fi rst. 

A Thracian boy — (Thrace is north of  Greece)

— redheaded, nervy, neglected.
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A clever boy who was taught he was stupid.

A beautiful boy whose mother

scarred him with a knife. 

The girl, Melisto, started life lucky.

A rich man’s daughter, and a proper Greek.

Owl-eyed Melisto: a born fi ghter, 

prone to tantrums, hating the loom. 

A wild girl, chosen by Artemis,

and lucky, as I said before —

except for one thing: she died young.

This is their story. When it’s over, if  you like,

you can tell me what it means. 



RHASKOS IN THESSALY

1. Honey

I wonder if  I speak aloud —

can my words reach you? 

It’s been over a year since you spoke to me —

You and Sokrates: I lost you both

the same month. I think of  him, too;

but you’re the one I want to tell.

I want you to hear me remember. 

Sokrates taught me:

if  you don’t think about your life,

that’s no life for a man.

I’ve tried to write my story,

but writing’s slow, 

and Sokrates said 
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written words can’t be trusted. When you read, 

you can’t ask questions. You have to ask questions.

Those are the most important things:

to remember; 

to ask questions. 

My memories are like my drawings. 

Some are no good. I mean — 

when I used to draw in the dirt,

the line was fat and blurred,

and you couldn’t tell what the picture was.

Now I draw on clay with a knife, 

and my lines are sharp. Clear. Detailed. 

Some of  my memories are like that.

The early ones are blurred.

I was born in Thessaly,

a land known for witchcraft,

horses,

and meadows rich with grain. 

I belonged to Alexidemus,

a rich man. He had wide pastures,

and swift-stepping horses, 

but no witches, as far as I know. 

My mother was his slave.

My mother watched the children of  the household.

She was their nurse. 

There was a whole fl ock of  us.
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We played in the courtyard:

an olive tree, good for climbing,

a grapevine, an altar, a fl ock of  geese.

Lykos was the oldest of  us,

His cousin Timaeus was the baby. 

I wasn’t allowed in the house,

and I ate what the others didn’t want:

the rind of  the cheese, 

the crust of  the bread,

radishes. Lykos never ate his radishes —

but I liked radishes. I never went hungry. 

My mother gave me food off  her plate. 

This was before my mother left.

I was three, four, fi ve years old. 

I was a warlike child.

My mother was a Thracian woman,

and the Thracians are warriors.

Lykos and I wrestled every day.

He was older and taller,

but I was strong for my age.

My mother let us fi ght it out. 

My mother had red hair, like mine, Thracian hair.

She was a slave, so her hair was cropped short, 

but I found her beautiful.

She was tall, not meek.

She was born free. The Thracian women are free 

until they marry. My mother used to walk 
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on the shore of  the Black Sea,

free 

but one day raiders came. They kidnapped her.

They wronged her

and made her a slave. 

Once I asked if  we could go back to Thrace,

and she said no. She was ashamed. 

She said we could never go home.

But she told me about Thrace.

Her father owned horses, precious horses.

Once he dined at the banquet of  a king

and drank from a golden cup. 

She told me those stories at night. 

We shared a stall in the horse-barn. 

That part I remember: the sounds in the dark:

the straw rustling; a long snort,

the thud of  a hoof.

My mother taught me Thracian words,

tales of  the gods,

and how to count. She was proud of  me.

In the summer, she took water from the horse-trough

and made me wash.

In the courtyard, she favored the others.

She held Timaeus in her arms

and bounced him till I burned with jealousy.

When she took the others into the house

and put them to bed,
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I stayed in the courtyard, staring up at the windows.

She sang lullabies to them. 

I picked up the heaviest rocks I could fi nd

and threw them as hard as I could. 

She was my mother. Not theirs. Mine. 

But as soon as the others slept,

she came back outside.

She swept me up on her shoulders

and I rode her like a horse. I dug my heels into her 

and clicked my tongue —

she gripped my ankles

and we galloped. 

Once we were in the barn, she held me in her lap. 

She squeezed my feet. 

I kissed her. Sometimes I bit her. 

She said I was her warrior-boy, her little Thracian, 

better than all the others.

We slept curled up together. 

There was one night—

I don’t know how she knew—

but the storeroom was left unguarded.

It was a moonlit night: I remember that.

The sky was pale, and the stars were dim.

We stole over the grass without a sound,

and opened the door by inches. 

There was no one but us.

She took a loaf, split it, and poured oil over the bread.
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She opened a jar of  crystallized honey. 

She showed me how to dig into it

and take out a great knob, 

which I sucked off  my fi ngers

slowly, making it last.

My time with my mother was like that,

golden and secret

and over too soon.

2. Horse

This I remember clearly: we were playing a game:

Lykos’s game: he called it Do-What-I-Do.

He circled the courtyard,

arms like wings.

We panted to keep up.

He grabbed a branch of  the olive tree —

Some boys couldn’t reach that branch,

but I could. We swung, kicking our feet,

jumped down, took off:

whirling like leaves, darting and scampering,

following Lykos the leader,

hopping on one foot, crossing the courtyard —

into the shadowy house.

I don’t know where my mother was that day. 

She would have stopped us.

It was cool inside, the shutters drawn.
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I wasn’t allowed in there.

Even Lykos, the master’s son,

wasn’t allowed in the andron. 

That was the best room in the house.

It was for the men, for drinking parties.

There were couches along the walls,

Lykos scrambled up on one:

“Do what I do!” Then he leapt

from couch to couch —

they were strung with rope, those couches,

cushioned with sheepskins, 

loose and springy. 

He slipped

skidded 

onto his bottom. That meant

we all had to slip.

We were 

bouncing

and falling,

leaping,

shrieking with laughter,

trespassing,

asking for trouble.

That just shows how little we were.

We didn’t know when to shut up.

Then I caught my breath

struck dumb. 



13

A wonder before my eyes: a horse on the wall.

A whole horse, large enough to ride,

and it was fl ying.

You could see the wind ruffl e its mane,

the sinewy legs pranced, the nostrils fl ared;

and it had wings,

luminous 

spread like the wings of  a swan.

The beauty of  that horse was supernatural, 

and all around it was the sky, 

dazzling blue, with winds and clouds.

The horse kept galloping, galloping, 

soundless

staying in one place.

You’re thinking I was stupid.

But I wasn’t. I’d lived all my life in the barn.

I’d never seen a picture.

And the man who painted that horse must have been like a god.

He knew how to draw legs, and set them in motion, 

how to make wings that fanned the blue air, 

how to paint the moist glint 

in a horse’s eye.

I had to get up close —

this impossible thing.

I had to touch it.

I stood on the couch
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and pressed my hands against the horse. 

I thought it would be warm. I thought I’d feel the muscles 

under the shining skin.

But the wall was cool and rough. 

There was a cry. Galene —

the master’s wife, mistress of  the house—

stood in the doorway. She screamed at us. The others scattered. 

She seized me by the arm,

yanked me off  the couch,

and slapped me so hard

my head swam.

“I’ve told Alexi —

I won’t have that slave brat in the house!”

Slave brat.

I fl ed. I raced for the courtyard, the olive tree;

I scurried up like a squirrel.

My mind was cut in half.

One half  echoed: Slave brat. Slave brat.

The other half-mind was fi xed on that horse.

I wanted to see it again.

3. Knife

This memory is blurred,

painted with a dark glaze.
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My mother: standing in the doorway of  the barn —

the light behind her. Twilight.

The air smelled of  thunder. She was holding a knife

and a bowl of  ashes.

There was dread in her face. She told me

she was going to cut

marks on my arms. Tattoos. The Thracians wear tattoos.

She warned me: it would hurt —

I was afraid of  the knife.

I said so. I said no.

She moved quickly. Next thing I remember

I was fl at on my back

struggling — 

She was pinning me down,

her knee on my chest

gripping my wrist,

holding my arm  so she could cut.

I screamed. She was rough. Her hand shook. She hissed 

hold still! She was doing a thing

she feared to do

and she wanted to get it done. 

Even in the dim,

I could see the cuts: 

my blood: fat drops oozing 

then red ribbons

I screamed stop! but she wouldn’t stop —

My throat ached. 

Something fl ared in my mind

like a torch catching fi re: 



16

I don’t know what I did,

or how I did it,

but I, Rhaskos, turned to smoke

or dissolved like salt in water —

after that 

someone else was wailing 

and the pain 

and the blood

and the cries came from 

someone else

only

time

stretched out

immeasurable.

When my mother set aside the knife

I came back to myself.

I thought it was over,

but it wasn’t. She took ashes

from the bowl

and rubbed them 

into the cuts.

It stung. I begged her to stop,

but she wouldn’t. Not till she was done.

She let me get up. 

I ran at her. 

I punched her with all my strength,

I kicked her shins.

She sank down on her knees
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and covered her head. She stayed like that 

while I hit her

over and over

her whole body drawn together

like a closed fi st.

When I stopped hitting her

I wept. It sounded like a baby crying —

I remember the shame of  that.

She held out her arms

her hands were fouled with ashes and blood.

I remember her rocking me to sleep.

There was thunder in the night

glaring white 

but the rain never came.

The next morning, they took my mother away.

They put her on a grain ship, headed for Athens.

I never saw her after that.





EXHIBIT 2 

This unusually fi ne necklace was found on the Athenian 
Akropolis, near the ruins of  the Sanctuary of  Artemis Brauronia. 
Since the palm tree was sacred to Artemis, the necklace may 
have been a gift to the goddess. The sphinx head and the twelve 
palmettes were threaded together on a linen cord, which fell 
apart when the necklace was removed from the site. The neck-
lace measures thirty centimeters, or twelve and a half  inches, 

The sphinx pendant is of  an earlier date, perhaps 500 BCE, 
and may be of  Etruscan workmanship. The facial features show 
signs of  rubbing and wear. Amber was sometimes worn as 
an amulet, especially by pregnant women; it was thought to 
ensure a safe childbirth. Amber is also found in the tombs of  
women and young girls, perhaps as a magic charm to ease the 



MELISTO IN ATHENS

“The gods sent that child to punish me!”

Melisto, who had just been soundly slapped, stopped bel-

lowing, her mouth wide open. Her short life had taught her that 

slaves and children were often beaten; the idea that the gods might 

punish her mother attracted her strongly. She wiped her nose on 

the back of  her hand and spoke directly to Lysandra. “What bad 

thing did you do?”

Lysandra clapped her hands to her ears. “Didn’t I tell you to 

be silent?” she demanded. “Do I have to smack you again?”

“No,” said Melisto, answering the second question. She 

bottom- scuttled across the fl oor, ducking under the loom, set-

ting  the loom weights clanking. Once safe, she peered around the 

frame. “What bad thing did you do?” she persisted. “Why did the 

gods —”

Lysandra lost her temper. She darted forward and caught 

her daughter by the elbow, almost upsetting the loom. Melisto 

felt her feet leave the fl oor. She reached out blindly, her fi ngers 

crooked like claws. Her hand closed over the necklace around her 

mother’s throat.
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The cord snapped. Gold palm leaves fell with a sharp tinkle; 

the amber pendant dropped with a solid thud and rolled across 

the fl oor. Lysandra released her daughter and knelt to scoop up 

the pieces. Melisto retreated, her teeth bared.

Lysandra passed from fury to baffl ement. She looked at the 

amber sphinx head in her palm; she touched the sore place on 

her neck, where the cord had broken. Two slave women stepped 

forward to calm her. They gathered the gold palmettes, showing 

Lysandra that none were damaged. Another cord, and the neck-

lace would be as good as new. Melisto retreated behind the largest 

loom and shut her eyes to make herself  invisible. 

The weaving room where the women spent their days was 

a large space, crowded with oversized baskets, four looms, and 

three chairs. The windows faced south, and the light was strong. 

To Melisto, the yellow room was a prison. She hated the smell 

of  new-dyed cloth, of  lanolin and women’s sweat. The work she 

was taught there — picking through the wool for burrs, rolling it 

against her thigh — was the same thing over and over again. She 

could not bear it. 

Someone was coming upstairs. Melisto pricked up her ears. 

Sosias, the head slave of  the household, appeared in the doorway. 

Behind him was a tall woman with cropped hair: a slave.

Melisto stepped around the loom to see the slave woman. 

Under her head wrap, her hair was orange. Her pale eyes were 

red-rimmed, and her face was a blank.

Sosias addressed Lysandra. “I’ve found you the woman you 

wanted. One hundred and eighty drachmas.” He opened his fi n-

gers to convey that this was a bargain. “She’s used to looking after 

children; she has a fi rm hand. The trader assured me she’s skillful 

with wool work.”
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Lysandra had regained her dignity. She stood gracefully, and 

spoke in a soft voice. “Bring her forward. I want to look at her.” 

Sosias stepped aside. The slave woman was a full head taller 

than Lysandra, and broader in the shoulders. Lysandra pursed 

her delicate lips. “What is she, Sosias? Thracian? Skythian? I don’t 

want a barbarian. Does she speak Greek?” 

“She’s Thracian. There’s a slight accent, but she speaks Greek.”

“She doesn’t look well.”

“She comes from Thessaly; she was seasick on the boat.” 

Sosias shrugged. “Maybe she hasn’t eaten. She comes from 

a good household; her master was son to Menon of  Pharsalos. 

She’s never been sick a day. The trader swore by the gods.” 

Lysandra’s eyes narrowed; she scrutinized the slave woman 

closely. Then she whirled round and caught Melisto by the arm. 

“This is the child you’ll have to tend. My daughter. She’s four years 

old and she’s a wild animal. As you can see, her hair is  matted — it’s 

all cowlicks. I can’t get her to stand still so that I can comb it. Just 

now she tore my necklace off  my neck — you see the mark on my 

throat! Do you think you can manage her?”

“I can manage her.” 

“Good.” Lysandra clapped her hands lightly. “We’ll have the 

ceremony. After it’s over, you’ll take charge of  Melisto. See if  you 

can comb her hair.” She made a fl uid and commanding gesture. 

Sosias stepped back to allow her to pass. Lysandra headed down 

the stairs, followed by the slaves.

Melisto knew how a new slave was made part of  the house-

hold. She edged past her mother and arrived at the altar of  Hestia 

before the adults did. The Thracian woman knelt before the altar 

while a bowl of  dried fruit and nuts was poured over her head. 
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This act would please Hestia, goddess of  the hearth, who would 

make the new servant fruitful in her service. 

Melisto kept her eyes on the dried fruit. She was especially 

fond of  fi gs. These belonged to the goddess, but she could palm 

one or two and eat them when no one was looking.

“We will call you Thratta,” Lysandra told the slave woman, 

“because you are a Thracian woman.” 

The slave woman said nothing.

“You’ll go to the fountain house in the morning and fetch 

water. You’ll help with the wool work and take charge of  the 

child.” Lysandra nodded toward Melisto. “Her father makes a pet 

of  her, and she’s been badly spoiled.”

At the mention of  her father, Melisto glowed. She adored her 

father. Arkadios was a busy man, a citizen and a soldier; he was 

away during the day and went to banquets in the evening. Melisto 

seldom saw him. But when she did, he tossed her in the air and 

swung her in circles; he let her climb on him and listened when 

she chattered. Melisto knew, because her mother complained of  

it, that few men loved their daughters as Arkadios doted on her.

“You’ll sleep upstairs,” Lysandra told the slave woman. 

“Come. I’ll show you.”

She led the way up the stairs. The other two slaves turned 

to watch them go. Melisto snatched up two fi stfuls of  dried 

fruit, darted to the open door, and trotted out into the courtyard. 

Freedom! She loved the courtyard, where there were animals to 

watch: birds and insects and a tortoise as big as her father’s bronze 

helmet. In one shady corner of  the courtyard, she was digging a 

hole. When it was deep enough, she would fi ll it with water and 

make a pool. 
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In an instant she was down on her knees, grubbing in the 

dirt. She worked energetically, patting the excavated earth into a 

mound and pounding it hard. The hole was wide and deep: a lit-

tle more work, and she would be able to sit in it. When the slave 

woman emerged from the house, Melisto scowled and shrank 

back into the shadows.

The slave woman saw her. She was carrying a comb, a 

sponge, and a large water jar. But to Melisto’s surprise, she made 

no approach. She sat down on a block of  stone and lifted the 

water jug to her mouth. It was a pitcher made for pouring, not 

drinking, and as the woman drank, the water splashed down her 

face, wetting her neck and the front of  her gown. 

Melisto watched intently. She had never seen anyone drink 

so much. It struck her that the woman must be very thirsty. She 

remembered that Sosias had said she hadn’t eaten. Melisto picked 

up her last fi g. It was coated with dirt from the hole, but she 

would not have hesitated to eat it herself.

The woman poured water on the sponge and washed her 

face. She squeezed the sponge so that water squirted down her 

arms. Once she had dried her hands on her dress, she turned her 

eyes on Melisto. 

Prompted by an impulse she didn’t understand, Melisto 

went forward and held out the fi g.

The woman accepted it mechanically. She brushed off  the 

dirt and put it in her mouth. She chewed slowly; Melisto could 

hear the grit against her teeth. After she swallowed, the woman 

picked up the comb. 

Melisto shifted her weight to her back foot, poised to fl ee. 

But she was not quick enough. The woman caught her hands.

“I’m going to comb the knots out of  your hair. I’m going to 
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hold your hair in clumps, very tight, and comb out the ends. That 

way, it won’t hurt. Do you understand?”

“No,” said Melisto. She lowered her head like a bull about to 

charge. 

“Now,” said the woman. She swung Melisto around, pinning 

her between her knees. She took a handful of  Melisto’s matted hair.

Melisto fl inched. She thought of  shrieking—she could 

scream loud enough to make everyone in the house put their 

hands over their ears — but something in the woman’s silence 

dumbfounded her. She submitted, shifting her weight from foot 

to foot as the woman eased the mats out of  her hair. The slave 

woman’s hands were deft and sure, lifting the damp locks away 

from her hot neck. Melisto hunched one shoulder in pleasure. 

When the braids were fi nished, she allowed Thratta to turn her 

around and wipe her face with the sponge.

Melisto spoke boldly. “I want to sit in your lap.”

The slave woman moved her head: No.

Melisto paid no attention. She crawled up on the woman’s 

knees, leaned back, and stuck her thumb in her mouth.

The Thracian woman smelled bad. There were the ordinary 

smells of  sweat and wool, but beyond that was another odor that 

the animal in Melisto found disturbing. She shifted, wrinkling her 

nose. Her eyes fell to the woman’s arms. “What’s that?” she asked, 

rubbing the row of  Vs with one fi nger. “How did you get them 

on your arm?”

The slave woman shuddered. Her mouth opened in an ugly 

grimace, releasing a cry of  agony. She wept, her tears striking 

Melisto’s face.

Melisto trembled. That terrible smell was suffering. She 

squirmed, but now the woman’s arms were clutching her, rocking 



26

her back and forth. Melisto hid her face against the woman’s 

breast and cried along with her. She was as frightened as if  she 

were out in a thunderstorm. 

The storm subsided. The slave woman gulped and sniffed. 

Melisto could feel her pulling the grief  back inside. In a moment, 

she found herself  pushed out of  the lap. The woman took the 

dirty sponge out of  the water jar and lifted the jug to her lips. 

Once again she drank as if  she were dying of  thirst. 

Melisto stuck out her hand. “I want some, too.”

Thratta’s eyes met Melisto’s. She handed over the jug of  

dirty water and let Melisto drink.



TURN AND COUNTERTURN

LYSANDRA AND ARTEMIS

TURN: LYSANDRA

Of  all the children! 

That bad-tempered, owl-eyed, snot-nosed

Brat of  a child!

Rough and rude and disobedient!

What did I do to deserve her? 

Even before she was born

she was a curse. Day after day

I vomited; I could eat nothing.

She sickened me, even then.

I had one comfort: I said to myself,

It must be a boy. I know it’s a boy.

It has to be a boy.

Only a boy could be so robust,

could kick so hard, like a hammer
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striking my womb. 

I promised my husband: I’ll give you a son.

I was in love. I boasted:

It’s a boy. I can feel it. A woman knows. 

I was fourteen.

She tore me when I gave birth to her;

I labored a night and a day,

yet one more endless night

I screamed till my throat was raw —

only to hear: “It’s a girl!”

My mother-in-law — she laughed at me.

And so did the slaves.

I ought to have had them beaten.

But even after all I suffered,

I might have loved her,

if  only she had slept, or bloomed with beauty.

A child like a fl ower, clinging to my skirts . . .

I could have loved a child like that.

Instead I’m stuck with Melisto!

She pierces me with those black eyes,

glaring like Medusa.

And she defi es me!

She won’t spin, she won’t work wool.

She’s plain and squat and savage.

She’s a child who asks why. 

She’s a child who says no.
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I fear that some day

I’ll hurt her, really hurt her.

Not a pinch or a slap —

or a whipping . . .

I’m afraid I’ll crack her skull,

or black her eye, or shake her

so hard I break her neck. I am ashamed.

I lose control. 

I cry to the gods,

Why have I no son? 

Why am I stuck with this curse, Melisto?

COUNTERTURN: ARTEMIS

I gave you that child.

I, Artemis, goddess of  childbirth,

gave you that child.

Strong and wild and disobedient!

What did you do to deserve her?

You have neglected my shrine

since you were born. Where were my gifts?

You owed me the toys of  your childhood —

miserly child — you kept them!

When you were pregnant, your husband gave you
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the necklace you wear: gleaming, resplendent,

a wonder to behold:

Twelve gold palmettes — my favorite plant —

 and carved with marvelous cunning:

the amber sphinx.

A trinket even a goddess could desire.

You prayed to me, Lysandra:

Let me live, and I’ll give you the amber sphinx.

Remember that?

Oh, how you hedged your bets, Lysandra!

Goddess, grant me a healthy child. 

If  I survive the birth,

 I’ll give you the amber sphinx;

I swear by the deathless gods. 

A woman who loves and fears the gods

would give the gift fi rst

and save the requests for later.

You never worshipped me, Lysandra.

You broke your promise. 

You prefer Hera, the goddess of  marriage,

or laughing Aphrodite, the man-pleaser.

You are too tame to worship me

and so I give you Melisto!

A child as wild as you are tame—

and if  you don’t like her

that’s your misfortune!
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I like her. She’s a bear cub,

born to follow the goddess.

I will make her ask why.

I will make her say no. 

One day, Lysandra,

she’ll make you keep your promise. 

She will stir you, sting you 

until you do. 

She will judge you with her eyes

and she will fi nd you wanting.

She will never love you. Aren’t you ashamed?

That is my curse.

Don’t cry to the gods!

If  you want a son, 

thank the gods for your fi rstborn, Melisto!

And give me the amber sphinx!





EXHIBIT 3

The ancient Greeks revered horses and gloried in their 
strength and beauty. Horses symbolized power, nobil-
ity, and wealth, and as such they were greatly cherished. 
Horses were sacred to Poseidon, and the goddess Athena 

The Greek horseman and historian Xenophon stressed 
the importance of  gentle handling for horses. At the 
same time, Xenophon recommended the use of  two bits: 
a “smooth bit,” which was similar to a modern snaffl e, 
and a rough “hedgehog” bit, which was used for train-
ing and may have been barbed or spiked. The smooth bit 
could be used once the horse had learned to submit to 



RHASKOS IN THESSALY

Thrax

After my mother was sold, 

I was sent away from the courtyard. 

So was Lykos. We were too old to play all the time.

He was seven, old enough to be educated.

I was fi ve, old enough to work, Georgios said.

Georgios was the slave in charge of  the stables.

After my mother went, he told me what to do.

I was too small to be much use,

but I was big enough to pick up turds.

The pitchfork was taller than I was, 

so Georgios gave me a leather bucket

and I picked up turds with my hands.

At fi rst, I was squeamish —

they were wet and they stank.

Flies buzzed around my head 

and sucked my eyelids.
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I sulked. I cried. I wasn’t thorough.

Georgios gave me a good beating.

I heard a fable once:

An eagle from out of  the sky

caught a nightingale in his talons.

She cried and fl uttered in pain.

The eagle said, “What’s wrong with you?

Only a fool fi ghts against a stronger force.”

And that’s the way it is. 

Georgios said a boy 

is like a warped plank.

You have to pound it until it’s straight.

He taught me not to talk back,

or ask questions.

He said when anyone gave me an order 

I should jump to do it, 

scurry,

as if  I couldn’t wait to obey. 

He taught me to bow my head,

and not look up 

at people who were better than me—

which was everyone. 

I had a new name: Thrax. It means Thracian boy.

I said I wanted my old name, Rhaskos. 

He gave me a clip on the ear. 

I decided it didn’t matter what people called me. 

Nobody spoke to me much.
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He was a horseman, Georgios was.

He told me: A horse is only as good as his feet.

A horse’s hooves can get soft and sick

if  he stands in his own muck. 

The stalls and paddocks had to be kept clean.

Our master, Alexidemus,

was proud of  his horses. Horses are precious.

There wasn’t a horse in the stable

that wasn’t worth more than I was. 

Even their turds were precious.

So I picked up turds: 

Squat and stoop,

till the bucket is full,

lug it to the dung heap. Dump it. 

That’s what I did all day.

In summer, the blinding light,

the stink and the fl ies.

When winter came, I was cold.

I outgrew the tunic my mother wove,

and no one gave me a new one.

The turds froze to the ground.

I was glad to fi nd a fresh one 

to warm my hands. 

Rainy days were best. You can’t scoop turds out of  the mud.

Sometimes I hid in the barn. 

I burrowed into the straw and slept.

If  I was lucky, no one found me. 

I was always starved for sleep.
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Sokrates once asked me,

how do I know I’m awake when I’m awake?

how do I know when I’m dreaming?

It’s strange. In those days

I felt more awake when I slept.

My dreams were full of  color

and surprises

sometimes terror — my mother holding the knife —

but also action: wrestling in the courtyard,

riding on my mother’s back. 

I’d wake up

and the dreams drained away.

I’d go back to work. 

My hands moved, but my mind stood still:

a pool of  rotten water.

I felt like a shade, like one of  the dead,

as if  no one could see me.

As I recall these things,

I imagine you sitting across from me.

I see your face,

and it makes me laugh, 

because when I talk about turds,

you screw up your mouth:

disgusted.

Look; I got used to the turds. 

They weren’t the bad part. Horses are cleaner than pigs,
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or men. The bad part was

if  you do the same thing over and over, 

and nobody talks to you,

you see your life stretching ahead

endless and dull and lonesome — 

You think the gods have forsaken you, 

because you’re just a thing that picks up turds,

a nothing.

Two years went by like that. I think it was two. 

I got bigger. I groomed the horses

and picked the mud from their feet.

I walked them out

after the master rode them.

Their lives weren’t easy, either.

The bits in their bridles were spiked, like burrs,

and the master rode them hard.

They came back lathered with sweat;

their mouths wet with foam and blood.

Some were sent to fi ght in the wars. 

It’s strange 

how those days blur together.

But here is one memory

bright and clear as water: 

I was in the high pasture, 

where no one could see me. 

There was a horse on the ridge,

a stallion; a fi ery chestnut



39

blood-red against the sky.

His head was up, ears pricked. He was sniffi ng the air.

Something had spooked him.

—There was the line of  his neck, 

the arc of  his withers,

the saddle-scoop of  his back.

Then his rump, almost round,

like a ripe apple.

His tail streamed like a waterfall

teased by the wind.

There was a sharp stone in front of  me:

and a bare patch: the puckery dust

of  a dried-up puddle.

I dragged the stone over the dust

and made that horse: 

the spear-sharp ears,

the crest,

the fl anks, the rippling muscles—

Point and line and curve and scoop—

Alive in the hollow of  my hand—

I glanced back at the horse. He’d dropped his head to graze.

Whatever had spooked him was gone.

I looked down. A shock of  joy:

There was the horse 

small but real

dug in the dust.
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I’d made the horse.

I’d curved his rump.

I made the wind

that combed his tail.

Have you ever done that —?

Tried to do the impossible,

without thinking?

and you did it? 

I remembered the horse I’d seen

long ago, on the andron wall.

I’d wondered how that horse came to be. 

Now I understood: 

Another man had seen a horse,

and picked up a tool, 

and made that horse. 

I, Rhaskos, was like that man.



HERMES SPEAKS

Me again. I forgot to tell you two things.

One: about the land. This boy Rhaskos —

who’s just found beauty

in a horse’s behind —

lives in a radiant land. 

Ελλαδα. Don’t call it Greece.

That’s a word like a sneer:

hissy

greasy

unmelodic

and worst of  all, Roman.

The Greeks call their land Ελλαδα. That’s Ε, ΕΕ
which more or less

rhymes with play,

and λλα is la, as in tra-la,

and the thing that looks like a d

is more like a th. Eh-LA-tha.

Ελλαδα.

Isn’t that better? 
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Now close your eyes a second —

Not yet. Wait till I tell you —

Close your eyes and imagine blue,

a startling, bracing, breathtaking blue:

the sun on a kingfi sher’s back — Now!

. . . Open your eyes. Take that blue

and brush the dome of  the sky.

Look up! There’s the sun, a burning chariot

drawn by shell-white horses

plunging through the clouds.

That’s Ελλαδα:

a land of  wind and sunlight,

rimmed by a restless sea. 

A land of  rough volcanic rock 

and forests, dense and fragrant:

alive with bearded centaurs,

stags and wolves,

and nymphs with delicate feet. 

And underfoot, cold with dew: 

sweet clover and violets,

parsley, mint, oregano,

poppies, wild garlic, and thyme.

Though

to be perfectly frank

it’s not a land

that feels that it owes you a living. The soil

is laced with acid and iron. The country 

has always been poor.
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There’s the constant threat of  hunger. As a god, 

I don’t have to worry about that.

On Mount Olympus,

there are endless banquets,

nectar poured from gold . . .

What else? Oh, yes,

the other thing I forgot to mention:

The country is always at war. 

Civil war. Roughly, it’s Athens versus Sparta.

It’s been waged 

for twenty-some years

and will likely keep on going.

Rhaskos knows nothing about it. Who talks politics

to a slave? He only knows

that the horses are sent off  

and few of  them return.

The battlefi elds are far away.

Melisto’s city, Athens,

is bleeding. Money, bronze, horses, lives, 

all lost in the war. 

It’s a war that Melisto

is too young to understand 

(and I have to admit, it’s complicated),

but she’s not too young

to have nightmares about the Spartans,

those long-haired warriors

in their red cloaks. Personally, I fi nd them picturesque,

albeit deadly. Melisto hates and fears them. 
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I wonder: does she know

if  the city walls tumble

and the Spartans take the city,

what could happen to her? 

The women and children enslaved, 

the men (her beloved father)

put to the sword? 

It could happen tomorrow.

And does she know

that on other islands,

it’s the Athenians, men like her father

helmeted in bronze,

who wage war, 

and besiege the cities?

They say at Potidaea 

the people inside the city walls

were so hungry

they ate the dead before they surrendered.

I don’t know for sure. I’m a bit squeamish.

I didn’t watch that part. 

And then there’s plague. 

If  there’s a war,

there are armies on the move,

and that means disease. If  you crowd too many people 

inside the city walls,

there’s bound to be sickness. There was plague in Athens,

twenty-some years ago. A fi lthy business. 

I didn’t watch that, either.
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Plague is disgusting

and tedious, too.

It’s the same thing over and over.

One-fourth of  the people died. 

My point is, this miraculous city, Athens,

exists in the middle of  war,

and Melisto knows that.

She still has all her baby teeth,

but she knows about war. She’s a warlike child,

always waging battles

against the greatest tyrant she knows: her mother.

Rhaskos is a year older,

his mother is gone,

and his life is hard. He knows that. 

He searches for horses in the dust.

Are they luckless children, these two little Greeks?

Perhaps. 

But neither is in any hurry to die.

It’s good to be alive, even in wartime,

even in slavery,

even long ago,

in Ελλαδα . . .



RHASKOS IN THESSALY

Thief

After I made the fi rst horse,

I wanted to make horses.

That’s all I wanted to do. 

I cleared dirt patches. I yanked up weeds,

and plowed the soil with a rock.

I ground the dirt, loose and soft. 

When no one was looking, 

I’d set down my bucket,

pick up a stick,

and try to make a horse. 

Whenever I cleaned the stalls,

I’d watch the horses 

and feel my fi ngers twitch.
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Wherever I went with my bucket,

I saw horses

afl oat in the shimmering air.

When I drew them,

I couldn’t get the lines right. They were lopsided,

misshapen. 

 I muttered and scratched 

scraped away the bad lines 

and forgot to fi ll my bucket.

Georgios caught me at it one day.

He whacked the back of  my head. 

He called me slavish,

and said I was a thief,

playing mud pies like a baby

instead of  working for the master.

If  my eyes hadn’t fi lled with salt water, 

I might have laughed.

He was a slave himself,

and all of  us stole.

We stole because we needed things.

We stole to get back. 

We prayed to Hermes, god of  thieves,

so we wouldn’t get caught.

Demetrios — he was the slave who guarded the storeroom —

Demetrios was favored by the god. The master trusted him.

Who wouldn’t? Demetrios was frugal,
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thin and grave, and his hands were always clean.

He was respectful, too, never raising his eyes.

But he was loyal to us, not the master.

There were nights when the master was away,

when he’d unlock the storeroom door.

Those nights, if  we wanted a lump of  cheese,

or a handful of  olives,

or a little wine,

we could help ourselves.

By dawn the next morning,

Demetrios would have swept the storeroom

and rearranged the goods.

Demetrios could read and write, 

and he knew how to keep 

a straight face

and a false tally

better than any man alive.

Every other month or so,

he’d steal a water jug of  ruddy wine,

and bring it to the stables

to share with Georgios.

Those were the nights when Georgios smiled.

Years later, I told Sokrates that I stole —

I mean, that I used to steal. 

I was ashamed to tell him,

because everyone knew how virtuous he was. 

He wouldn’t have stolen a crust if  he were starving. 
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He said, “Did you know it was wrong to steal?”

I was tempted to lie, but he was my friend. 

“I knew it was wrong,” I said. 

He said, “Good.”

He said it was better to do wrong

knowing that it’s wrongknowing

than to do wrong in ignorance,

by accident.

I thought that was crazy.

I talk to him sometimes,

not the way I talk to you,

but in my head. I ask him questions,

and I argue with him. He’d like that. 

Sometimes I want to say, 

Look, I know it was wrong to steal,

but have you ever thought about what was stolen from me?

He didn’t know how bitter it is to be a slave. 

He couldn’t see that it was wrong

that I was a slave. He was the wisest man in Athens, 

but he couldn’t see that I’d been wronged.

He always said: 

“To suffer a wrong is nothing.

To do wrong harms the soul.”

It’s not always nothing to suffer a wrong.
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As for doing wrong —

I guess I harmed my soul, those days,

because I stole. After my mother’s tunic fell apart,

winter came, and I’d have frozen to death

if  I hadn’t stolen a cloak from Georgios.

He beat me, but he let me keep it. 

I don’t steal now.

Even then, I didn’t steal much. But there was one thing I stole

over and over,

and I’m proud of  it. 

It wasn’t a thing, 

so maybe it didn’t damage my soul.

I think it was good for my soul. 

On moonlit nights,

I would visit the andron 

and look at the painted horse.

I went six or seven times.

It was a risk. It was a thrill.

My heart would jump in my chest,

like a colt leaping. I’d hide in the courtyard

and listen till I knew

the whole house slept. 

Then I’d climb into a window 

and creep down the hall to the room

where the horse still pranced on the wall. 

The full-moon nights were best, of  course.

But the man who made that horse —
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I remember how excited I was when I found this out —

had dug into the plaster with something sharp,

to make the horse’s outline. 

Even when the moon was down,

I could fi nd that horse in the dark.

I could stand on the couch

and trace the shape with my fi ngers. 

One night

when the master was away

I decided to take a lamp.

There was always a light in the kitchen,

at the altar of  Hestia. 

I would borrow the lamp 

and see the horse by lamplight.

I was risking a beating;

I was doing a thing 

no one would imagine a slave would do.

If  I were caught stealing a loaf, Georgios would understand.

He’d have me whipped, but he’d understand.

But to steal in at night,

to the best room in the house,

to see a horse? 

He’d never understand that.

That made it even better. 

Then came the night I was caught.



HEPHAISTOS SPEAKS

I am Hephaistos, the lame god: 

foot twisted,

hip wrenched out of  joint. 

I am the ugly god,

cast out of  Olympus,

rejected, 

the maker of  beautiful things.

I see this boy who has no one:

his father indifferent,

his mother sold.

I see this boy as he stoops and labors,

sweats and survives. I am the god

who does not turn his back on ugliness.

Beware, all you

who cast out children,

who use them as tools

for your shameful needs.
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I tell you, these children are not alone: 

A god stands beside them,

a Fury, a Nemesis, 

who will avenge them.

I will shape this boy’s fate

like a tool at the forge;

through fi re and hammer

I will shape it.

Look at him! Silver-crowned in the moonlight,

hoisting himself  over the windowsill! He risks his skin

to visit a forbidden room

and worship a painted wonder. How he desires it!

Not the horse only, but beauty: 

that is the thing he seeks.

I will give him

the best consolation a mortal can know:

not love, which is fi ckle

as faithless Aphrodite,

nor power, which makes a man

fi rst drunk,

then thirsty.

I will give him the power to create.

I will make him like myself:

a maker of  beautiful things. 



RHASKOS IN THESSALY

I slipped into the house on silent feet.

I went to Hestia’s altar; 

I prayed: 

Help me, O Goddess,

and I will remember you.

I fi lled a lamp with oil and lit the wick.

I sheltered the fl ame with my hand;

my fi ngers glowed red.

I passed through the shadows step by step,

listening,

holding my breath: 

Everyone slept.

There was the horse in the andron. 

Each time I saw it

I ached to make a horse like that:

vigorous, mettlesome, his muscles rippling like water,

I stood on the couch

wonderstruck.
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How long did I stand looking? I heard someone behind me.

I turned so fast I almost slipped—

I should have blown out the lamp.

Instead I lifted it high.

He stood in the doorway. 

Not a grown-up: a boy. 

The master’s second son: Lykos.

How many years since we played in the courtyard?

Often he came to the stable to ride. 

I’d bring his horse in from the pasture.

He never looked at me. 

I’d hand him the rope and slink off. 

When someone doesn’t see you, 

you want to get away.

“Rhaskos?”

He remembered my name. 

“Is that you? What are you doing here?” 

I stepped down from the couch.

To be caught in the andron

in the middle of  the night—

There wasn’t a lie I could tell. 

I hung my head.

“I heard a noise. I thought it was a thief. 
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Then I saw the light. 

For a moment, I thought the house was on fi re!”

I stole a glance, sideways. He was older, thinner,

but that look of  mischief—

the corners of  his mouth puckered,

his eyebrows lifted—

“Whew, you stink! I can smell you from here!

Sometimes Father says the andron

stinks like the stable.

Is that because of  you?

Have you come here before?”

My mouth was dry. 

“You’re supposed to answer when I speak to you. 

I’m your master, you know.”

He sat down on the couch, 

and pulled up his feet, sitting cross-legged.

He rubbed the sole of  his foot with his thumb,

as if  he had a callus there,

and spoke without lifting his head.

“I think about you sometimes.”

When he said that, I stared at the fl oor:

Rows of  fl at pebbles, black and white,

cunningly arranged,
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but that wasn’t why I stared. 

I didn’t know anyone thought about me. 

“We used to have good times together, didn’t we? 

All we had to do was play. And fi ght.

You were the best one to fi ght with.”

“You were stronger.”

His head came up. 

He grinned at me.

“I was, wasn’t I? Even then! But you put up a fi ght.

I’m learning wrestling now. I bet you’d be good at it.

But I guess you don’t learn wrestling.”

“I don’t learn anything.”

“You should thank the gods for your good luck!

All they ever do is teach me things, 

and half  the time, I can’t learn them. 

Sometimes I think I’d rather be you, working with the horses. 

You were always crazy about horses. Remember how

we used to take sticks, 

and switch our legs,

 and gallop?

You could whinny just like a horse.

I remember your mother made you a little horse out of  clay,

and I broke it.

Do you remember that?”
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I’d forgotten.

The memory came back to me: a rough little fi gure,

sun-dried, short-necked;

more like a dog than a horse. 

It was my only toy.

“I remember,

because your mother smacked my bottom so hard,

I howled like a wolf.

That seemed like a regular whipping, back then.

We used to have good times, didn’t we?”

He sounded like Georgios and Demetrios.

Whenever they were drunk, they liked to talk

about how good things were

when they were young. 

“Then your mother was sold

and I got to be seven years old.

After that, we never spoke.”

“I’m not supposed to talk unless someone talks to me fi rst.” 

He nodded briskly. 

“I’ve got a slave of  my own now, old Zotikos.

He takes me to school every day.

If  I don’t learn fast enough, he beats me.”

“A slave? A slave beats you?”
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He threw up his hands. 

“All boys have slaves to make us learn. 

Zotikos is old, but he uses a cane, and he can hit hard. 

 He says I’m bone-lazy and good for nothing. It’s not fair, 

 because I’m not so bad at wrestling, 

and I win all the footraces. 

 I just hate memorizing all that Homer.

 Hesiod and Homer, they’re poets, 

and I have to learn them by heart.

Homer tells stories, so he’s interesting once in a while—

but Hesiod’s boring. 

Then I have to play the lyre.

Zotikos is always yelling at me

 because he says the lyre’s out of  tune.

I don’t see how he can tell. It sounds all right to me. 

Does old Georgios beat you?”

“Sometimes.”

“It’s worse for you.

When I grow up, I’ll be a soldier, 

and nobody will dare lay a hand on me, 

but you’ll always be whipped. 

At least no one makes you learn poetry.

You ought to be grateful for that.”

I didn’t argue with him.

I didn’t know what poetry was,

and it had been so long since anyone spoke to me —

not giving orders, but talking.
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And he was a boy. Like me. 

I hadn’t talked to another boy in years.

He heaved a sigh. He sounded like a horse:

 a long breath and a brief  snort.

“Sometimes it seems to me that nobody ever gets out of  anything.

I mean, you’ve got to be a slave,

and I’ve got to go to school,

and be a soldier, like my big brother, Menon—

only I won’t be like Menon, because he’s awful.

But you know what I mean.

You have to work for old Georgios, 

and I have to learn to play the stupid lyre.”

He frowned. 

“But why are you here in the middle of  the night?”

I had been standing that whole time.

I went to him and knelt down, setting the lamp on the fl oor.

It was the pose of  a suppliant. If  I had to,

I would kneel up,

and cup my hand around his chin,

and beg for mercy.

“Don’t tell on me, Lykos!

I came to look at the horse on the wall.

I always liked that horse. Remember that day — ?

We were playing Do-What-I-Do,
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and you led us in here?

I saw that horse, and I couldn’t see how anyone could do that:

make a horse out of  paint.

That man must have been like a god.”

“Like a god!

He was just a workman, 

dirtying his hands to make a living!

His name was Parrhasius,

and he charged a pretty penny, Father says.

Is that really why you’re here?

You’d risk a beating to look at that horse?” 

“Yes. But the beating’s up to you. 

Are you going to tell on me?”

“No. I’m not a sneak!

 But you’re lucky it was me that found you.

What do you want to do now?”

“Do?”

“Oh, come on, Rhaskos! 

We’re both awake, and there aren’t any grown-ups. 

We could sneak out of  the house and go swimming.

 No one would know!

There’s a bend in the river where the water’s deep. 

Menon goes there with his friends—

We’d have fun.”



62

He was offering me his friendship,

treating me as an equal, almost.

I leapt to my feet. I was afraid he’d change his mind.

“I can’t swim, but I know the place.”

I blew out the lamp.

We rushed out of  the andron

and into the courtyard.

We’d forgotten to whisper. All at once, I heard her voice:

Galene, his mother, 

and mistress of  the house,

Galene, who’d slapped me

and called me slave brat.

Her voice was a croak; she was half  asleep.

“Lykos! What are you doing out of  bed? 

Come back to the house!”

I backed into the shadows.

Lykos shrugged, giving in. 

He whispered: “Tomorrow?”

I nodded in the dark. I don’t know if  he saw. 

I went back to the courtyard the next night

and the next.

The third night, I didn’t go. 

I don’t know whether Lykos changed his mind
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or fell asleep.

I never spoke to him again.

A week later, the master was back.

There was fearful news: Apollo was angry,

and was shooting his arrows of  plague

at the city of  Larissa. 

In a few days, Lykos was struck down. 

He was buried by a nearby shrine.

Sometimes at dawn, I saw Galene, 

bowed with grief, 

coming from his grave.

Alexidemus was left with only one son:

Menon. 





EXHIBIT 4

The scene shown is Hermes leading a boy toward a 
boat. Hermes wears his characteristic traveler’s cloak 
and winged sandals. The youth behind him was origi-
nally labeled, but the inscription has been rubbed 
away; only the fi nal two letters, ο  (os), remain. ο  (os), remain. ο
Because Hermes was Guide of  Souls, the scene may 
depict a voyage to the underworld. The man holding 
the oar is probably Charon, who ferries the dead over 



TURN AND COUNTERTURN

LYKOS AND HERMES

TURN: LYKOS

I thought I had more time.

I thought I’d grow up

and be an athlete

crowned with olive leaves.

I wanted to grow strong

so I could pound Menon;

I wanted to go swimming with Rhaskos. 

Instead I’ve come here —

this steep and crooked canyon,

darkening

forcing me forward

closing in.

It reminds me of  something.

A sound in the dark: 

the splash of  rushing water.
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There’s the boat for the dead

and that monster of  nightmare:

Charon 

the boatman — so hideous 

with his red and feverish eyes,

I want to run. My feet

are rooted to the ground.

Music? Someone is whistling:

a god, boyish and radiant,

light-footed as a goat.

His skin sheds fragrance

and fl akes of  dazzling light.

I’m afraid of  them both.

I’ve come to the land of  gods and ghosts

and I don’t like either one.

I’m afraid of  where they’re taking me.

And I’m afraid of  the dark. 

COUNTERTURN: HERMES

This is the fate of  man:

to run out of  time,

to pass from the earth
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to the House of  Death. 

It’s time to say farewell

to everything you’ve known.

Now Rhaskos must go swimming by himself.

Keep on straight ahead;

follow the vanishing path,

narrowing,

squeezing you onward: 

 birth passage 

into Persephone’s realm.

Listen! the river!

white water chattering—

Here’s your boat! The pilot

is that sour gondolier,

Charon. 

I admit he’s not pretty— 

 rotten teeth and halitosis. 

No style. And no manners. 

And no conversation.

Buck up! I’m coming with you.

 I am Hermes, the luck bringer,

giant killer, jaunty,

your friend and companion, 

god of  the golden wand!

I’ve come to show the way.
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I’ll introduce you to gods and ghosts,

and keep you from getting lost.

There is no night that does not end.

And I can see in the dark. 



EXHIBIT 5

This fi nely crafted doll may have been part of  a child’s 
grave goods. Unlike dolls from earlier periods, the 
doll is unclothed, and the legs are jointed at the knee 
instead of  the thigh. The movable arms attach to the 
shoulders with twine. Traces of  pigment show that 
the doll was brightly painted. One foot is missing and 

Though many toys were created in the home, Greek 
potters also made children’s playthings: dolls, tops, 
yo-yos, rattles, and pull-toys. The beauty of  this doll 
suggests that it must have been a special gift for a 







ATHENA IN ATHENS

Athena, goddess of  war and defender of  cities, stood on the 

Akropolis, surveying the city below. It was the third day of  the 

month, a time set aside to honor her, and the smoke of  sacrifi cial 

fi re billowed in the air. The people of  Athens were beseeching her 

for victory over the Spartans.

Sunlight fl ashed against her golden helmet as the goddess 

shook her head. Athena relished glory, and Athens had been glo-

rious: an aggressive sea power, sublime in its arts, unmatched in 

genius. Now its glory was in decline. Athena had seen cities fall, 

and she recognized the signs: the scarcity of  fi ghting men, the 

dread, the disease. 

Her sea-grey eyes followed the city walls down to the har-

bor. Spartan ships prowled back and forth across the narrow 

bay, depriving the people of  timber and grain. The Spartans had 

achieved a navy, funded by Greece’s old enemies, the Persians. 

Without wood, the Athenians could not replace the ships they 

had lost; without bread, they would starve. 

For an instant, the goddess’s face was shadowed by an expres-

sion of  regret. Then she launched herself  into the wind like a bird 

of  prey, wheeling north to Mount Olympus.



MELISTO IN ATHENS

Melisto was drunk. The taste of  wine was sour in her mouth, and 

her bandaged head pounded. The world was no longer spinning, 

but she felt sick and hot. She kicked off  the blanket Thratta had 

spread over her and glared at the raftered ceiling.

There was something she couldn’t remember. She knew she 

had tumbled down the stairs and cut her head; she recalled that 

vividly. There had been so much blood that she had panicked, and 

her mother cried. Only Thratta remained calm, wrestling Melisto 

to the fl oor as she staunched the wound and bandaged her head. 

One of  the slaves was sent for a doctor. Another ran to the 

storeroom for a cup of  wine to ease the pain. The doctor said 

that the upper bone in Melisto’s arm was broken. At that, Melisto 

became frantic. To her, broken meant that part of  her arm was 

about to fall off. As the doctor set the bone, she became half-

crazed. She tried to bite him until Thratta held her down. The 

doctor encased her arm in bandages, stiffening them with a mix-

ture of  lard and wax. 

Once the bandage was fi nished, Melisto stopped screaming. 

It dawned on her that the bandage was meant to hold her arm 
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together. She submitted to having a sling tied around her neck 

and drank the last of  the wine. The room spun. She closed her 

eyes and slept.

Now she was awake, and it was late afternoon. Melisto 

shifted onto her left side. Thratta stood by the window, spinning. 

The slave woman put down her distaff  and came to the bed.

A glowing fi gure appeared in the doorway: Lysandra in her 

yellow gown. “Is she awake? Is she better?”

“She has a fever,” Thratta answered. “Her arm’s swollen. The 

doctor said it would swell.”

“I sent Sosias to the market to buy her a present.” Lysandra 

held up the doll in her arms. “Look, Melisto! Have you ever seen 

a more beautiful doll?”

Melisto stretched out her hand. She loved dolls, but she was 

hard on them, battering them to bits. Her mother had threatened 

never to give her another one.

The new doll was made of  hard clay. Her painted face was 

serene, with chalk-white skin and lips as red as apples. The arms 

and knees were jointed. It would be possible to pose her and 

make her dance.

“You can weave her a little dress when your arm heals,” 

Lysandra suggested. 

Melisto made a sour face. She was six years old now; her 

wool work was improving, but she had yet to develop a taste for it. 

She averted her head as Lysandra felt her forehead.

Lysandra spoke to Thratta. “I don’t think she’s very feverish. 

It’s hot this afternoon.” All at once she spoke sharply. “You saw 

what happened, Thratta! She stepped on the hem of  my gown 

and tripped! It was an accident — it happened so fast, I couldn’t 

catch her! I nearly fell myself !”
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The ugly thing was back in Melisto’s head again: the thing 

she didn’t want to remember. She had followed her mother up 

the stairs. The hem of  her mother’s gown brushed the top of  

each step, rippling, almost fl oating, tempting her to step on it. 

The gown was new, the product of  skillful and painstaking work. 

She remembered the sound it made when it tore: skritch!

“You saw what happened!” Lysandra insisted.

Thratta echoed, “I saw what happened.” 

Melisto shifted onto her back and sat the doll on her chest 

so she could look into its face. If  she thought about the doll and 

only about the doll, the other thing would go away. She fi ngered 

the doll’s foot, which was sharply pointed; the doll would be an 

uncomfortable companion in bed. Nevertheless, Melisto would 

sleep with her. If  she didn’t, the doll’s feelings might be hurt. She 

wondered if  she could tie the doll to the tortoise in the garden. 

That would be funny, if  she could make the doll ride the tortoise.

She smiled at the thought and shut her eyes. She slept. 

When she woke again, the room was dark. Outside, birds were 

singing the dawn chorus. Melisto’s mouth was dry. Anxiously she 

sucked her tongue and licked the roof  of  her mouth. She croaked, 

“Thratta?” but the room was empty. Thratta must have gone to 

the fountain house for water. Usually Melisto went with her: it 

was her favorite time of  the day. 

Melisto shifted to see if  her arm had stopped hurting. It 

hadn’t. The bandage around her head itched, and her very bones 

were sore, as if  they had been shaken inside her skin. Her stom-

ach growled.

Something sharp dug into her side. She fi shed the doll out 

from under her and gazed through the dim light at the painted 
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face. The doll was as lovely as she remembered. She held it to her 

breast and started to get out of  bed. Her foot knocked against 

something hard: there was a clink, and the fl oor was wet. Thratta 

must have left a cup of  water beside her bed. She had knocked it 

over.

The thought of  water increased her thirst. She would go 

down to the kitchen and tell one of  the slaves to give her some-

thing to drink.

She adjusted her arm inside its sling and passed through the 

room where the women kept their looms. When she came to the 

stairs, she stopped. She remembered hurtling down them. All at 

once, she felt dizzy. She sat on the top step, hugging her doll. She 

did not cry, but panted, breathing in short gasps.

A murmur of  voices came from below. One was her father’s. 

Melisto leapt to her feet. Her bandaged arm upset her balance 

and she swayed, almost dropping the doll. She imagined the poor 

doll falling head over heels down the stairs and tightened her grip 

on it. “Father!” she cried. 

Her father’s shape appeared below, thickset and powerful. In 

an instant he mounted the stairs and stood beside her. “Melisto, 

what are you doing out of  bed?”

“I was thirsty and there was no one to wait on me. Thratta’s at 

the fountain house.” She lifted her elbow, showing the bandaged 

arm. “I fell down the steps this morning. No, yesterday. My arm 

broke, but it didn’t come off. And I bled,” she added proudly. Now 

that her father was there, she was not frightened. “I bled a lot.” 

Arkadios laid his fi ngers against her cheek. “Your mother 

told me. I spoke to her last night, before I went out. I looked in on 

you, but you were asleep.” 

Melisto leaned toward him, sniffi ng. “Were you at a drinking 
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party?” She always sniffed him when he came home late. It was 

their joke, the way she could detect the slightest trace of  alcohol 

on his breath.

“Yes, but the wine was mostly water. My friends and I had 

politics to discuss.”

“The Spartans,” Melisto said, hoping to impress him with her 

grasp of  state affairs. “Have you thought of  a way to kill them 

and sink their ships?”

“Not yet. That’s a nasty bruise on your face. Does your arm 

hurt much?” 

“Yes, but not as bad as before. When the doctor bandaged it, 

it hurt.” Melisto rolled her eyes at the memory. “And when I fell 

down. Mother said, ‘I’ve killed her!’ because I bled so much. And 

she cried.” 

“You tripped over her gown,” Arkadios prompted her.

“Yes, I ripped it. And I fell. Now I’m thirsty and I want some-

thing to eat.”

“Come to the kitchen then.” 

Melisto hesitated, cowed by the stairs.

“Do you want me to carry you down?”

“No. I’m not a baby,” Melisto said scornfully, and wished she 

could take the words back. It would have been a great treat to be 

carried downstairs by her father. “I can go by myself.”

She squeezed the doll against her left side and started the 

descent, two-footing each stair. When she reached the bottom, 

she exhaled.

Arkadios laid his hand on the crown of  her head. “That’s my 

brave girl.”

Melisto glowed. She followed her father into the kitchen 

and stood like a good child, without speaking. Her father told the 
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cook to prepare a meal for her: a bunch of  grapes, a cup of  water, 

a chunk of  bread and a pool of  honey to dip it in. He carried her 

cup and bowl out into the courtyard and sat next to her on the 

wooden bench.

She drank fi rst, gulping the whole cup of  water. The grapes 

were easy to eat one-handed, but the bread was more diffi cult; 

she could not tear it into small pieces and ended up with honey 

smeared all over her face. She stretched her tongue to its limits, 

licking her chin and lips. 

Once her appetite was satisfi ed, she turned to watch her 

father. Arkadios sat with his head thrown back, his eye on the 

brightening sky. Even with the doll across his knees, he did not 

look foolish. He was dark, well muscled, and battle-scarred: 

a warrior and a citizen. Melisto imagined that Zeus must look 

exactly like him. 

She touched his hand to get his attention. “I have a new doll.”

Smiling, he passed it to her. “So I see. I told your mother she 

was foolish to spend money on a toy in times like these, but she 

insisted you needed a new doll. She was very frightened when 

you fell.”

“She cried,” Melisto repeated. “When there was all that 

blood.”

“Your mother is good to you,” said Arkadios, but Melisto 

scowled. How could her father know so little? She thought of  

Lysandra’s hands, with their sharp nails and pinching fi ngers. 

She thought of  the sore patches on her scalp from the times 

her mother twisted and yanked her hair. All at once, the world 

darkened. The thing she had forgotten swam to the surface of  

her mind. She heard the sound of  the tearing dress and the ugly 

snarl on her mother’s face as she whirled around, hand upraised. 
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Lysandra had struck hard and on purpose, knocking Melisto 

backward into the empty air. None of  it had been an accident. 

Her mother had meant to hurt her. 

Melisto bared her teeth. “She’s not!” she fumed. “She’s not 

good to me, she’s bad to me, she doesn’t even like me, because I 

hurt her when I was born  —”

Her father’s face was startled. He didn’t understand, and 

she couldn’t tell him. Some demon had tempted Melisto to step 

on her mother’s dress: that, also, was true. In a spasm of  word-

less rage, she snatched the doll and swung it upward, smashing it 

down on the edge of  the bench. 

Crack! The doll’s foot fl ew into the air and fell to earth. It 

landed on the grass: pure white and perfect. Melisto gasped. She 

had broken her beautiful doll. She was bad even to herself. She 

crooked her elbow over her face and sobbed. Arkadios had never 

whipped her; that was Thratta’s job. But he had seen her break 

her new doll. He would have to whip her now, and he was strong. 

She began to shake all over.

Arkadios moved deliberately. He slid one arm under her 

knees and eased her into his lap. The movement jarred Melisto’s 

arm, but she scarcely felt the pain. Her father loved her. Burrowing, 

she tasted his smell: sweat, wool, masculinity. She gulped back her 

sobs, determined to show that she would be good, if  he would 

just go on holding her. 

“Melisto, I want to tell you about the night you were born.”

Melisto lifted her head. She had heard the story of  her birth 

countless times. It was a bad story. “I know all that,” she objected. 

“Mother tells me. The pains went on for two nights and a day, and 

I hurt her because I have a big ugly head like an owl. And after all 

that trouble, I was a girl.”
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“That’s your mother’s story. Not mine.” Arkadios eased his 

arm under her sling so that her broken arm was held securely. 

“The night you were born, I had the worst headache of  my life. 

You’ve had headaches, haven’t you?” 

“Yes. You get them from the sun.”

“Sometimes. But I think my head hurt because your mother 

was in labor. Her screams rang through the house. There was 

nothing I could do to ease her pain. I left the house hoping that 

by the time I got back, you would be born. But every time I came 

back, your mother was still in agony. My head went on aching.”

“Did I hurt your head?” Melisto asked apprehensively. I

“No. You must listen when I talk and not talk back, Melisto. 

Be still.”

“I will,” Melisto promised. She raised her hand to stopper her 

mouth and remembered in the nick of  time that thumb-sucking 

was babyish.

“You weren’t born until the second night. By that time, the 

whole household was waiting, listening and praying. At last I 

heard the sound of  a baby crying. I gave thanks to the gods. The 

midwife brought you to me.”

“And I wasn’t a boy.”

“No. But I took you in my arms — you were wet and wrinkled 

and screaming your head off, and here’s the strange thing: my 

headache went away. I remember the moon was full that night, 

and I carried you to the window. I looked at you in that strange 

blue light, and you stopped crying and looked me full in the face. 

I was fi lled with joy.”

Melisto said wonderingly, “You were happy?”

“Yes. I hadn’t known how happy I would be. It made me think 

of  Zeus, the father of  the gods. There was a time when Zeus had 
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a headache, too. He suffered so much that Hephaistos had to split 

open his head with an axe. And when he did, out sprang Athena, 

the goddess of  wisdom, and the patroness of  our city.”

“Athena,” whispered Melisto. 

“Yes. I believe Zeus loves Athena more than all his sons. More 

than Hermes, or Apollo, or Herakles. I believe the poet Homer 

thinks so, too. I remember what I said to myself: This child will be 

my Athena.”

Melisto waited transfi xed, until she was sure Arkadios had 

fi nished. Then she wriggled closer. “Tell it again.”







EXHIBIT 6

The bow shape of  this bronze strigil is characteristic; 
so is the groove inside the curved blade. The strigil, or 
scraper, was used to clean the body after exercise. Greek 
athletes anointed themselves with olive oil at the gym-
nasium. After their workout, they applied more olive oil 
and used the strigil to scrape the skin clean. Dead skin, 
dirt, oil, and sweat accumulated inside the groove and 
could be dislodged by running the blade through the 

Aristocratic athletes were often scraped down by an 



RHASKOS IN THESSALY

1. Water/Moonlight

The summer Lykos died was very hot.

The horses stood in the shade,

tortured by the fl ies.

Sometimes Georgios gave me a bucket and sponge 

and told me to rinse them off.

They came to me willingly,

shuddering with happiness

as water streamed over their coats.

The water made a sheen on their skins

and light ran down the water.

I wondered: was there a man alive

who could draw that? 

Light on water,

water on skin . . . ?

Even a god couldn’t draw that. 

That long hot summer

I went on drawing horses.

I remember how dry the dust was

when I rubbed them out with my hands.
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The horses were proof  of  my idleness—

dangerous: 

so I had to rub them out.

I was getting better at making horses.

I once told Sokrates about the beauty of  horses. 

One horse can be better than another,

not because it’s faster, or stronger,

but because of  the way it’s shaped. 

Haunches and crest, angle and arc —

I couldn’t fi nd the words. I sounded stupid. 

But Sokrates,

he knew what I was talking about. 

He said

maybe there’s another world,

where there’s a real horse,

a perfect horse,

and all the horses in our world 

are copies of  that perfect horse. 

All our horses our

come from that pattern — 

except a copy 

is never as good

as the real thing.

The best horses are the ones that stick close

to the real horse.

That’s why some horses are more beautiful than others. 

I asked him where that other world was. 

He said he didn’t know. 
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He was the wisest man I ever met,

but he was always saying that: he didn’t know. 

The summer Lykos died,

I wondered about other worlds. I wondered where Lykos was.

The underworld, I knew that much,

but what’s it like there? 

At night I couldn’t sleep.

I thought about how Lykos said:

Nobody ever gets out of  anything.

He couldn’t get out of  dying,

and that scared me stiff, 

because I might die, too. 

I was afraid Lykos might be a ghost.

The ones who die young,

they’re likely to be ghosts,

because they’re not satisfi ed.

I felt sorry for Lykos,

but I didn’t want to see his ghost. 

At night, I’d squeeze my eyes shut

so I wouldn’t see him. But then I heard things,

the straw rustling, or a horse snorting out dust,

and that was worse.

Those were long nights,

when it was too hot to sleep,

and I thought about ghosts.

One night I got up and went to the river. 

Under the moon, 
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the river was moving,

white where the water caught on the rocks

and curled into froth.

I went to the shallowest place. 

I walked into the wet. And farther in

till my knees tingled with cold.

The pebbles were hard under the arches of  my feet,

the mud soft on my toes.

I walked deeper

till the water was up to my chest.

There was one place close to the bank

where the river curved,

and a tree root snagged into the water.

I clutched it, lifted my feet,

felt the river pull against my skin — 

I held on to the root,

swayed,

rocked myself  in the cold current.

I knew if  water covered my face,

I could drown. So I held on tight.

I went back the next night and the next.

Each night I tried to swim.

I gripped that root, and bobbed, and thrashed; 

I didn’t like the water on my face,

or up my nose. It made me snort and choke. 

I pawed the water, scooping it back —

Then there was one night, one moment

I felt the water hold me up.

It could bear my weight.
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I could rest on it!

I wouldn’t sink. 

I wouldn’t drown.

After that it was easy.

By the next full moon, I could fl oat on my back,

stroke through the water, kick myself  forward.

I stared straight up at the face of  the moon,

and my mind went blank.

Most of  the time, during the day,

my mind was full of  struggling things:

anger at the heat,

fear of  Georgios,

missing Lykos,

drawing horses.

But when I fl oated, it was clear

like clean water,

white as the moon with her single eye.

I’d been afraid Lykos might haunt the river.

I’d been afraid of  drowning.

What I hadn’t been afraid of

was getting clean.

I hadn’t thought about that. 

But night after night, that hot summer,

I swam in the river. And it made me clean.

And that’s what sealed my fate. 
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2. Water/Daylight

Every slave knows his master.

No master knows his slaves. 

Our master: Alexidemus. We knew he was vain,

quick-tempered, 

and unjust.

He was generous with food, and a glutton.

He was pious and feared the gods.

On sacrifi ce days, even the slaves

got a gobbet or two of  meat. 

He hated stinginess

and was proud of  his horses. 

He was the son of  that Menon of  Pharsalos,

who fought in the Persian Wars. 

Everyone said the master

wasn’t the man his father was. 

He knew that, and it gnawed at him. 

We knew all his tender points. 

If  there was a slave woman he wanted, 

we knew of  his desire

before he did. If  he ate too much,

and his bowels ran loose and black,

we knew that, too.

He was kyrios, lord of  the household,

and our master.

He could have been worse.
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His younger brother, Thucydides,

and his sons, 

Tycho and Timaeus,

shared the house. 

There were also some girls. 

We didn’t know them.

They stayed indoors.

I don’t mean to bore you, 

telling you all these names,

but what I’m trying to make you see

is that we needed knowledge,

and we gathered it,

and when we found it, 

we passed it on. 

Menon was the master’s son,

and I ought to have known—

even Lykos warned me.

One morning he came down to the stable

with his cousin Tycho. Georgios saddled their horses

and off  they went. 

Menon was a bruising rider,

fearless,

destined for the cavalry. 

They galloped back at noon, the horses lathered white. 

Menon yelled for someone to hot-walk his horse.

That was often my job.

See, when a horse has been worked hard,
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you can’t just let him rest,

you have to walk him out, 

keep him moving 

till he’s breathing soft and steady

and the fl eshy pad between his front legs is cool.

So Menon called for someone — he just called “Boy!”

which could be anyone: Georgios was a boy,

old Orestes, who was toothless, was a boy.

I was the closest boy,

so I came forward. In those days

nobody looked at me much. They just handed me things,

a pitchfork, a bucket, the reins,

so it was a shock

when Tycho whistled and said:

“Look at that hair! Like fi rethorn berries!”

Then his voice changed. 

“Menon, he looks like you!”

Menon said, “What? With that hair and that skin?”

—because Menon was dark.

“Don’t look at his hair!

I’m talking about his face!

Look at his brow and his nose and his chin!” 

I ducked my head. Before my mother left,

she used to wash me, 

and people noticed my red hair. After she went,
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I never washed,

and I guess the red

was hidden under fi lth:

sweat and oil and dust.

That summer, I’d gone swimming,

and the fi lth got washed away;

my face was still dirty

because I swim on my back. 

Menon frowned at me,

eyes narrowing. He had a gaze like a hawk’s.

Arm and scruff, he seized me,

and dragged me to the water trough.

I struggled and yelped.

He was strong as iron,

supple as a python,

and Tycho came to help him.

Then I was spluttering, 

coughing, held fast

facedown in the trough 

while they scrubbed me.

Hands in my hair, their fi ngers

poking my eyes, 

I thought I would drown.

Menon’s fi ngers were twined in my hair;

he lifted my head —

I could breathe.

My lashes streamed water,
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and snot ran out of  my nose.

There was the world, seen through water: 

sun and sky and grass 

and Georgios walking the horses.

He must have seen everything

but Menon was the master

— so —

Menon said, “He’s not like me.”

He wasn’t laughing anymore.

“He’s like Lykos.” 

The two of  them looked at me

as if  I were a ghost—

I’d heard how Menon bullied his brother

and wept for him after he died.

I could see it in his eyes:

his grief.

Tycho let out his breath.

“He’s probably your father’s brat. Or my father’s brat.

There was that Thracian woman, remember? 

With the red hair? She must have been the mother.

The two of  you together!

with those matching faces—”

He didn’t fi nish. Menon wasn’t listening.

He smiled at me

and it was the fi rst time.



96

Later on I loved his smile

and courted it, shameless as a girl.

“Little brother!”

After that day, he never called me that —

“Little brother, I want a boy to wait on me,

to be my personal slave. I choose you. 

You’ll like waiting on me. 

It’s got to be better than what you’re used to!

You’ll sleep by my bed,

and go to the gym —

You’ll watch me work out and rub me down after.

What do you think?”

He asked as if  I had a choice.

I was dazzled and half  drowned —

but I wasn’t stupid: I knew I had no choice.

If  Menon wanted me,

I would be his slave. 

I wouldn’t have to pick up turds,

but there would be other things.

Nobody ever gets out of  anything. 

Tycho warned him: 

“Your mother won’t like it. She hated that Thracian woman.

She won’t want him in the house.”

Menon shrugged. “It’s nothing to do with her.

I’m a man now. Mother has to see that.

If  I want my own slave, I’ll have one.” 
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That’s how my life changed.

I followed Menon like a dog.

I slept beside his bed that night. 

The fl oor was harder than my bed in the bar n—

no straw —

and I couldn’t run off  to the river. 

I couldn’t sleep. I missed the horses snorting

and the smell of  the stable.

I thought of  Menon calling me little brother. 

He’d given me a new tunic to wear,

with no holes in it.  

If  he was my brother,

I was son to the master,

and brother to Menon

— or his cousin. 

I hoped he was my brother. 

3. Gymnasion

It’s hard to tell you about Menon. 

I know I was stupid

— you’ll see that —

but you have to see how it was for me.

One moment, I was a stable boy,

a ghost with a bucket, 

a human tool. 

Then there was Menon.
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 At fi rst, I was a plaything;

we roughhoused together

and he teased me. He taught me to laugh. 

I never laughed so much in my life.

Half  the time, I had no idea 

why I was laughing. Menon would say something

— he used big words —

and the way he spoke 

told me it was funny. I remember

the creases in his cheeks

deepening —

the white of  his teeth —

the spark in his eyes.

He was like a horse, Menon. 

He made me want to look at him.

His eyebrows double-slant

like the wings of  a pelican,

his dark hair

falling in waves,

which were beautiful.

He knew that and wore his hair long.

Sometimes he’d stick out his hand, not to hurt me

but to rest his palm on my head.

I’d stand proud

still 

as if  I’d been crowned with laurel. 

Then he would push me away. We’d roughhouse 

as if  he were my brother.


