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PENELOPE went to the window and stared at the horizon to calm herself, wondering whether a passing breeze might whisper to her; tell her where Odysseus was and why of all the Greeks who fought in the ten-year-long war at Troy, he had to be the one who hadn’t returned to his island; to his wife and son.

But he’s still alive, she thought. I know he is. I’ll wait for him and be brave, just as I promised, but how my body hums with longing! Penelope shook her head and felt herself suddenly stretched as taut as the wool on the loom in front of her. The palace was very quiet. Everyone was sleeping. Sometimes she wished she could leave the room, and leave the wooden structure that held her as fast as any cage.
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Author’s Note

After the end of the Trojan War Odysseus set out for his home in Ithaka. His long journey was fraught with difficulties, and these adventures – with the Cyclops, with Circe, with the Sirens, Calypso, Nausicaa and others – are recounted by Homer in The Odyssey.

This book is not a version of Homer nor a retelling of The Odyssey, but a novel written under the influence of stories which I first read as a young child and which I’ve loved ever since.

I have chosen to spell Ithaka with a ‘k’ because that is the spelling adopted by C. F. Cavafy in his poem of the same name. This is also how the word appears in the edition of Homer I consulted before writing the novel: The Odyssey of Homer, translated by Richmond Lattimore (HarperPerennial, 1999).


… my husband’s life
hung from a thread, coaxing through my fingers.

All is made by the design of my hand.
What I weave is where and how he travels.
He sails on glittering tides. I weave.

Penelope Shuttle


BEFORE THE WAR

Odysseus, his wife Penelope and their baby Telemachus are sitting on a woollen coverlet spread out in the shade of a pomegranate tree. It’s early in the morning. The baby, recently fed, is drowsing on his back, his hands flung out above his head, his mouth a little open and his eyes half closed. Penelope is trying hard not to cry. She’s blinking to stop the tears from falling. She’s turned her head away from her husband.

‘Listen to me, Penelope,’ he says. ‘Look at me. Don’t turn away. I have to go. Anyone who calls himself a man has a duty to go.’

‘It’s not your war. It’s not your fight. What’s Agamemnon ever done for you? Stay here. Stay with me and Telemachus, I beg of you, Odysseus. Look at your son. How can you bear to leave him?’

Odysseus shakes his head. ‘I tried. You saw me trying. I did my best not to go. Didn’t I? Didn’t I pretend I was mad so as not to have to go?’

‘It didn’t work, though, did it?’

‘Did you want me to run my plough over the body of my son?’ Odysseus shakes his head.

‘Agamemnon’s as cunning as you are. He knew you were only pretending to be crazy. The ruler of Ithaka ploughing his own fields and sowing them with salt!’ Penelope’s voice breaks as she speaks. ‘I saw the look on his face as he picked our baby up and laid him down on the ground, right in the path of your plough. He knew you were putting on a show. Tricking him.’

Telemachus stirs, makes a moaning noise and wakes up. He starts to grizzle and his mother gathers him up into her arms, nuzzling her face into the soft folds of his neck. Odysseus looks at his wife and child and tears stand in his eyes.

‘Listen to me, Penelope. I’ll come back. I swear I will. On the life of my precious son and on the love that fills me when I look at you, I’m telling you that I’ll return. Don’t stop waiting for me, my darling. You have to believe me. Please, Penelope. Say you believe me.’

‘How can you ask such things of me? And how can you swear to come back? It’s war, Odysseus, and men die in wars. They’re wounded. They’re torn apart. They’re buried far from home.’

Her tears are falling now and Telemachus touches the drops that flow from his mother’s eyes with his small fingers, enchanted by this novelty.

‘I will fight in Troy,’ Odysseus whispers, ‘and I will come back to you. I give you my word.’

He leans over and puts his right arm around his wife’s shoulders and draws her to him. She turns her face up to his and he kisses her on the lips.

‘You are my life,’ he says. ‘My life is nowhere else but here. On Ithaka. With you.’

The sun rises higher in the sky and the light filters through the leaves of the pomegranate tree, scattering gold in Penelope’s hair as she clings, weeping, to her husband.

‘I believe you,’ she tells him. ‘And I will wait for you.’


THIRTEEN YEARS LATER

Pallas Athene in her owl shape flies over the water. The sky above the horizon is streaked with gold and pink as the burning chariot of the sun, driven by her brother, Phoebus Apollo, and pulled by his fire-footed horses, plunges down into the dark waves. Below her lies an island washed around on every side by the wide blue ocean. This place is beloved of everyone who lives there. Beloved too of one who is sailing towards it, and who has been longing to return to his home for many years. The white bird hovers on a breath of wind and fixes her amber eyes on Ithaka.

Mountains rise from a coastline that curves into coves and bays and inlets where the sand is pale and silvery and where rocks fringe the shore and caves stand with their black mouths gaping wide. The lower slopes of the green-clad hills are terraced and planted with vines, and wherever the land lies flatter, farmers have cultivated groves of olives trees and almond trees, and orchards where figs and peaches and lemons grow.

The owl soars over the harbour: a natural curve in the landscape, with small boats and fishing vessels tied up along the seafront. Down on the quays, even though the clamour of the port is hushed, fishermen are working on their boats in the dim light of lanterns. They will set out before dawn to cross the seas around the island, and fill their nets with silver fish. A town has taken root here, gathering together those who live from what they can take from the sea and trade with their neighbours. They sell their fish, and buy the produce of those from distant lands whose ships, laden with metal and cloth and spices, sail into Ithaka’s waters. The market is quiet now, and the stalls lie covered up for the night, but light spills out of the doors of taverns, and in kitchens everywhere fires are dying down after the evening meal.

Away from the harbour and up and up to the great gates of Odysseus’ palace, the bird follows the road that leads from the town. Many are sleeping, but here and there a light shows at a window: a mother tending a feverish child, perhaps, or someone who is finding it hard to escape into dreams. Silence lies over everything, but from time to time a groan or a sigh floats into the cool air.

The rulers of Ithaka live in a palace built around two courtyards, one leading from another, like squares joined together by covered passages. The white owl comes to rest on a fig tree that grows below Penelope’s chamber. This is the only room in the palace where a light is still burning. This is where she is needed.

Penelope is wide awake. It happens to her often that she falls into a black sleep as soon as she lies down and then wakes a little while later, tormented by dreams. Then it is hard to rest again. Tonight she finds herself gripped by a terror so strong that she has difficulty drawing breath. She goes to stand at the window, and leans out into the fresh night air, trying to calm herself by looking at the branches of the fig tree that grows against the wall and spreads itself almost into her chamber. How happy they were, she and Odysseus, when they used to sit under this tree and the rest of the palace seemed to fade away till there was nothing left but the two of them under a green canopy of leaves. She sighs. Those days seem very distant now.

Behind her is the bed that her husband carved out of a single olive tree before they were married. She has slept there alone for so many years that she sometimes thinks of it as a kind of desert. The headboard, carved into intricate patterns of flowers and garlands, reaches up to the ceiling of the chamber. Every one of the pillows has a cover that she has made with her own hands. A chest, its lid inlaid with mother-of-pearl, stands in one corner. It holds all her clothes, and whenever she opens it, a fragrance of cedar wood fills the chamber.

She turns to look at the small loom that has been set up for her here, where she spends so much of her time. It is somewhat shorter than she is and narrower than the span of her arms: a wooden frame with threads stretched across it from top to bottom. Next to the loom lies a large basket woven from dried reeds, and this is where Penelope keeps her wools: skeins and balls in brown and green and purple and red and yellow; pale shades and dark ones in each colour; thick strands and fine ones that she can push between the threads already on the frame, backwards and forwards, again and again, until a small piece of fabric is finished: a wall hanging, or a decoration of some kind. The loom is placed to the right of the window to take advantage of the light. When she sits at her work, if she lifts her eyes, what Penelope sees is a white wall. All the beauty of the island is behind her as she weaves.

Suddenly she notices a movement near the sill. She leans out to see better, and catches sight of a white owl settled on a branch of the fig tree. She thinks: how beautiful and how peaceful this creature is! and feels joy flowing through her, filling her whole body. The bird is near enough to touch, but she doesn’t dare to put out a hand because the whiteness of the feathers is so perfect that she is frightened of marring it in some way.

Be brave, says the owl, or maybe Penelope hears the words in her head. It is looking at her out of its amber eyes.

She says, ‘Will my husband come back to me?’

The owl steps on to the sill. Penelope hears its answer as though the words are being spoken in her head: His life is in your hands, Penelope. It is bound up in the threads you have tied to your loom, and as long as you are here, unchanged and unchanging, he will come to no harm. Pallas Athene will guide him home.

Penelope closes her eyes, dizzy with a mixture of relief and anguish.

‘I’ll never stop weaving,’ she says to the owl, ‘but how cruel of Pallas Athene to lay the burden of Odysseus’ life on me! What if I should fail? What then? Unchanged and unchanging. There’s so much I can’t control. So many ways in which I’m powerless.’

You must be strong. The owl’s words ring in her ears. Nothing will be easy.

‘I’ll try. I’ll try to be strong, but I’ll need the Goddess’s help. I’m afraid. So afraid.’

Penelope listens for some words of comfort, but the white owl is silent. It steps from the window and on to the branches of the fig tree, and then it spreads its wings and Penelope watches it flying away, pearly white as moonlight against the dark sky.


ON THE SHORE

‘Stop it!’ Ikarios blinked and shook his head. ‘You’re kicking sand in my eyes.’

‘I didn’t mean to,’ said his twin sister Klymene. ‘I’m bored, that’s all.’

She took hold of her long brown hair, twisted it and fixed it on the top of her head with a thin little stick that happened to be lying beside her on the sand. It was very early in the morning, with the sun still low in the sky, but the day was already hot. She waited for every wave that raced towards her to swirl cooling foam around her feet. We’re on the beach, she thought, and he’s making something out of sand. He’s been doing the same thing since we were small children. She knew what he was building because he kept pointing out features of the structure.

‘It’s not an ordinary hill,’ he said, piling yet another handful of damp sand on to the lump that he’d already made. ‘It’s a citadel. The citadel of Troy. Later on, we can line up some stones or something to show where the Greek lines were, across the plain.’

‘I don’t care what it is,’ said Klymene. ‘It’s boring. The war in Troy ended long ago and still you and Telemachus keep playing Greeks and Trojans. I wish everyone would shut up about it.’

‘Telemachus’ father was the hero of the war,’ Ikarios said, his voice full of awe. ‘It was his idea to build a horse and fill it full of soldiers.’

‘I hate that story. They set fire to everything and the whole city burned down. Imagine how horrible that must have been.’

‘But we won!’ Ikarios looked at his sister in amazement. ‘That’s what matters.’

‘But it’s not all that matters,’ Klymene said. ‘People getting killed and burned alive matters too.’

Ikarios sighed, and Klymene knew what he was thinking: girls are weak and stupid and don’t understand about important men’s things. Boys’ things. She knew he didn’t feel like arguing about it because he said: ‘Anyway, Odysseus was the one. The one who helped us win. He’s the cleverest of all the Greek kings.’

‘I know,’ said Klymene. ‘And he’s our king. Everyone says he’s dead. They don’t say so in front of Penelope because they’re frightened of making her even sadder than she is now, but that’s what they’re saying. Odysseus is never coming back.’

‘He is. He’s not dead,’ Ikarios said. ‘That’s kitchen gossip. Telemachus told me he knows his father’s alive.’

‘He doesn’t know anything. He’s showing off, that’s all. And comforting himself, I expect, too.’

She kicked a little sand up with her foot, trying not to send it in her brother’s direction. All the boys on Ithaka, their island, where Odysseus ruled before he went off to the war, did nothing but play at being heroes. Klymene thought that these games weren’t proper games at all, but excuses for rolling around, wrestling and fighting, and she couldn’t understand why the boys enjoyed them so much.

As though he had read her thoughts, Ikarios said, ‘Playing heroes is not as boring as playing princesses.’

Klymene shrugged. She could sometimes read what was in her twin’s mind, and he had the same gift. Nana, their grandmother, said it was because they’d shared the same womb before they were born. They had grown from one seed, like a plant with two flowers blossoming on a single stalk. It meant that they could understand one another, but it didn’t prevent her from sometimes being irritated by her brother’s quietness and slowness and she often wished that she’d been born the boy. If I had, I could have been a fisherman like our father and sailed away from the shore all over the ocean, and I wouldn’t have to waste my time in the kitchen, staring into pots to make sure the soup doesn’t burn.

Klymene was happy to leave the war games to her brother and Telemachus, but she liked going with them when they explored the rocks above the town, or picked pears and figs from trees that grew in the orchards.

‘You have my permission,’ Telemachus often said, laughing, pretending that he was the king while Odysseus, his father, was absent, and that all the fruit growing on Ithaka was his to pluck from the trees and share with his friends.

Ikarios’ voice interrupted Klymene’s thoughts. ‘You’re thinking about Telemachus again,’ he said.

‘We were talking about him, that’s why. We often talk about him. He’s our friend.’

Ikarios said nothing. Klymene pushed at him with her foot. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Stop being so annoying, Ikarios. You want to say one thing and you’re saying another. Something’s troubling you.’

‘Not troubling me. Not really.’

‘But?’

‘But nothing. It’s just …’

‘Oh, come on, Ikarios. Getting you to talk is like squeezing juice from a lemon.’

Ikarios took a deep breath. ‘You think of Telemachus all the time,’ he said.

‘I don’t,’ Klymene answered and then: ‘and even if I do, what’s wrong with that?’

‘You love him. That’s what I think.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t. At least, I do, but we’re too young, Ikarios. We’re not supposed to think about … well, such things.’

‘But you do. Admit it, Klymene. Sometimes you do think of him in that way. You know what I mean.’

‘Rubbish. Telemachus is like another brother to me. And to you, Ikarios, don’t forget. Perhaps you’re jealous. Have you thought of that? Maybe you think he likes me better than he likes you.’

Because Ikarios didn’t answer, Klymene knew that what she’d said was true. She’d only said it to move attention away from herself, but now she understood. Ikarios feels left out, she thought. She was searching in her mind for something to say that would change the subject, when her twin spoke.

‘Maybe if we found a piece of wood the right size,’ he said, ‘we could make a wooden horse, just like the one Odysseus filled with soldiers. The one that the stupid Trojans took into their city.’

‘I don’t want to make a wooden horse,’ said Klymene, trying not to sound too bored. She was grateful to her brother, whose thoughts often mirrored her own, for deciding to talk about something else. ‘We’ve made hundreds of wooden horses and I’m sick of it.’

‘You stay here, then, and I’ll go alone. I won’t be long. There’s always wood along here somewhere.’

As Ikarios went off across the sand, Klymene looked at the ocean. The sun was a little higher now, and where its light fell on the water, the green and blue became sparkles of gold. She knew why she enjoyed playing princesses: it was because she felt as though she really was one. Odysseus’ wife, Penelope, had treated her like a daughter ever since she’d been a baby, and she’d spent more of her time in the royal chambers than in her grandmother’s apartment, which sometimes led to quarrels. Nana’s my own mother’s mother, Klymene told herself, so of course I love her, but she annoys me and irritates me sometimes, and I like being with Penelope and helping her much better than I like working in the kitchen with Nana.

Behind her, rocks and scrubby grass and olive trees with their trunks pushed close to the earth by the force of the winds grew along the path that she and Ikarios took when they came down to the shore. It led through the town and up a long sloping hill through clusters of small dwellings. At the top of the hill stood the palace. Its enormous wooden gates were always open, by order of Penelope, in case her husband should return unexpectedly.

Ikarios and I, Klymene thought, are like Telemachus’ brother and sister. We’ve always done everything together. He was only one year old when we were born, and because our mother died before we were weaned we were all looked after together.

‘How could the Gods take my daughter from me?’ Nana still cried sometimes, covering her white hair with a black scarf so that you couldn’t see her eyes. ‘A fever burned her up and she is now in Hades with the Immortals and lost to us in this life.’

Not having a mother was sad, but she couldn’t remember her properly. She dreamed sometimes of a tall, dark woman bending over her bed, and in the dream there was singing, but it faded away as soon as she woke up. She thought that her twin saw their mother in his sleep too, but he never spoke of it.

Ikarios mourned for their father, Halios, who had been one of the best fishermen on the island, bringing silver fish to the town and the palace in a boat that had black eyes painted on the prow. He had drowned in a terrible storm when his children were five years old. His body had never been found. Klymene missed him too, but not as much as her brother did. She’d never told anyone how frightened she had often been of the big, hairy man who used to toss her up in the air like a doll to show his love.

‘Still mooning over Telemachus?’ said Ikarios.

‘Don’t be so pathetic. I see you’ve found your wood.’

‘Are you going to help me, then?’

‘No, I feel like going to look in the cave.’

‘Do you mean the cave of the Naiads?’ said Ikarios. ‘We’re forbidden to go there. Nana’ll shout at us.’

‘I’m not going to tell her. Are you?’

‘What if something bad happens?’ Ikarios said.

‘It won’t. You always think things will happen. You just sit and wait for the Gods to throw something at you from Olympus.’

‘Sssh!’ said Ikarios. ‘What if they hear you?’

‘I’m not being disrespectful to them. It’s you. You’re silly. I’m going for a walk. I won’t go to the cave, don’t worry. I’ll go in the opposite direction.’

She set off across the sand. In the distance there was a small outcrop of smooth rocks and beyond them, if you climbed over into the next bay, a place where the shells lay thick near the water line and you could gather spotted ones, and pearly ones, and sometimes huge, spiky ones that were pale pink in their deepest, most hidden parts. She thought about what Ikarios had said about the Gods and wondered, not for the first time, whether her twin had ever seen a God. I’ve never spoken to him about it, she thought, because I’m not sure it’s true, but I’ve seen things. She shook her head. She would never tell anyone that she thought she’d sometimes seen the Gods themselves, in case the dwellers on Olympus punished her for her presumption. And what if those things she thought were manifestations of divinity were nothing but a kind of dream? She’d look a fool if she spoke of them.

Klymene’s feet made wet prints in the damp sand, and she looked over her shoulder to see how the waves smoothed them away. The rocks were easy to clamber on to, but still, she was careful where she trod. Soon she could see the whole of the next bay.

Two women stood at the edge of the water. Klymene recognized one of them. It’s Antikleia, she thought, and then: it can’t be. Why would an old, old lady come down to the beach so early in the morning? And who is with her?

She hesitated, wondering what she ought to do. Would it be impertinent to go and speak to them? Something about the way they were standing, something about the silence everywhere and the stillness of the water stopped her. Every wave was taking much longer than it usually did to travel across the sand. Could that be?

Suddenly the air above Klymene’s head darkened. She turned to look back at the distant figure of her brother, and where he was the sky was still blue and the sun shone on bright water. The figures of Antikleia and her friend hadn’t moved, but the waves at their feet … Klymene shivered as she stared at them. Maybe it’s an earthquake coming, she thought. Poseidon shaking the island, as he did sometimes when he was angered. Even though she wanted to run away, she couldn’t take her eyes off what was happening to the sea. It had ebbed, as though gathering itself into a giant breaker, and then it had parted, divided, and now instead of a flat, shining surface, the water was heaped up into two towering masses higher than a house, walls of translucent blue and green in which fishes and seaweed were trapped like flies in amber. In between the two cliffs of solid ocean lay what looked like a wide, white path, a carpet of sand.

Klymene climbed down from the rocks and began to walk towards the women. I might be dreaming, she thought. I might wake up in my own bed and this, all of it, will vanish. She couldn’t see the sun, and yet what surrounded her was not darkness but a light that shone strange and livid, as if the air had turned to metal.

The woman standing next to Antikleia turned and started to walk towards Klymene. Oh, Ikarios, help me, she thought. Come and find me. Who is she? What if she’s angry with me for being here? Should I run away? I can’t. I can’t move. Maybe I should scream and then he’d come. Klymene blinked as the woman approached. She was tall and wore a gown of shimmering bronze. Her eyes were clear and grey and as she made her way along the beach, a white owl flew above her head, following where she led.

‘There is nothing to fear, child,’ said the woman, putting out a hand to touch Klymene on the shoulder. ‘Antikleia is weary of her life. She is going down to the Kingdom of the Dead.’

‘But she can’t!’ Klymene burst out. ‘She’s Odysseus’ mother. How will she go to Hades when she isn’t sick or mortally wounded? Who are you anyway? If you were a friend to Antikleia you’d help her. Let me go to her, I implore you. What’ll Odysseus say if he comes back from the war to find his mother dead?’

‘I am Odysseus’ friend,’ said the woman, and her voice was like a song in Klymene’s ears. ‘His most caring helper. It is Antikleia’s fate, and you can do nothing to prevent it. Watch now, and remember.’

Klymene gazed at Antikleia. The old woman took her cloak from her shoulders and laid it on the sand as tidily as if she were preparing herself for sleep. Then she walked slowly, calmly along the white path, the way that led between the water-cliffs.

‘I can’t see her any longer,’ Klymene cried. ‘Where’s she going?’

‘She will be safe in the realm of Poseidon,’ said the woman. ‘The fishes will take her down and down, and she will know nothing of sorrow any longer. You must tell them, tell them at the palace, how gently she died. Tell her husband, Odysseus’ father Laertes. He will mourn her and cry for her, but you must tell him.’

A sound filled Klymene’s head like a thousand horses at once drumming their hooves on the earth. She put her hands up to cover her ears and saw the glassy walls of water shifting and moving and swelling and she held her breath as they crashed together and broke in a fountain of foam that seemed almost to touch the dark sky and hang in the air before it fell back to the shore again, and broke on the beach in a line of gigantic waves that roared up as far as the path to the city, and ebbed back and back and broke again, over and over, till Klymene was deafened with the noise of it and shivering with fear.

‘The sea is calmer now,’ said the woman. The owl had settled on her shoulder with its white wings folded. ‘Antikleia is lost to this world. Go and tell them at the palace, child. Tell them Athene guided her.’

‘Pallas Athene is a Goddess,’ said Klymene and the woman smiled.

‘Recognize her, then.’

Klymene sank to her knees. How could she not have seen? How did she not know at once? Of course – this tall lady with the owl on her shoulder. Of course it was.

‘Lady,’ she breathed, and bent down with her head on the sand, her mind racing, as she wondered what she would tell Ikarios. Would he believe her? Would anyone? When she raised her head, Pallas Athene had disappeared. Klymene looked all around, but the only sign that the Goddess had spoken to her was the sight of the white owl, disappearing towards the horizon. Klymene got to her feet and began to run to the rocks, back to Ikarios, shouting as she went.

‘Ikarios! She’s dead! Antikleia’s gone. She drowned. Ikarios, come, we have to tell them at the palace. Pallas Athene says we have to tell them.’

He couldn’t hear her, she knew. She was still too far away, but some sound must have reached him because he was looking at her. Should she have mentioned the Goddess? It was too late now. She half slid, half jumped down the rocks as quickly as she could, and then raced across the sand to where her brother was digging a trench around the sandy citadel of Troy he’d made.

‘What’re you on about? Pallas Athene! The sun’s gone to your head.’

‘She was there. On the beach with Antikleia.’

‘What did she look like then? Tell me.’

‘I can’t remember exactly. There was an owl. A white owl. And I remember Antikleia walking between two walls of water down to the kingdom of Poseidon. Oh, come on, Ikarios, we must tell them. Come quickly.’

‘I’m not going to tell anyone that a person’s drowned till I’ve seen a body.’

Klymene stamped her foot. ‘You’re an idiot. I told you. She walked into the water. She’s gone to Hades. There isn’t going to be a body.’

‘Well then, I want to see the place. Show me, go on. And then I’ll come with you to the palace.’

Klymene turned and ran back to the rocks. ‘Come on then, if you’re going to be obstinate. It won’t do any good. There won’t be anything there.’

Ikarios went first and Klymene followed. At the top of the outcrop, he stopped and pointed.

‘What’s that, then?’ he said. A black shape lay on the beach, half in, half out of the water, with small waves breaking over it.

‘I don’t know. A log. A fallen tree. Rubbish.’

‘It isn’t,’ Ikarios said. He made his way down from the rocks and began to walk across the sand. Klymene followed him. She knew he was right. It was a body, and as they approached she recognized the black fabric of the robes swirling around it. Poseidon had left the corpse here so that funeral rites could be performed.

‘It’s her,’ she told her brother. ‘It’s Antikleia. Now do you believe me?’

‘Yes,’ said Ikarios. They were standing over the body now. ‘Should we turn her over? I don’t want to look at her, but surely we can’t leave her lying with her face in the sand?’

‘Turn her over, then, if you’re so brave,’ said Klymene. ‘I think we should run. We have to tell them.’

‘I daren’t,’ Ikarios whispered. ‘The dead look at you without seeing you. I’m frightened, Klymene.’

Klymene sighed. She wanted nothing more than to be safe in the palace, cool in the shade, away from this beach and the blinding sun, which was burning the back of her neck now. But Ikarios was right. The old lady ought to be facing the sky. She bent down and held her breath.

‘Help me, at least,’ she said. ‘She can’t hurt us. Her spirit will be grateful for our kindness. Help me to turn her.’

Together, the twins turned the body over.

‘Oh, it’s horrible,’ Ikarios said. ‘Her skin is so white and slippery and her eyes are like stones. She’s staring at us, Klymene. Look!’

‘Come on,’ Klymene whispered, covering the old woman’s face with a corner of her own sodden garments, unable to gaze at her any longer. ‘Run. Run faster than you’ve ever run before.’

Ikarios set off at once up the path to the palace, with Klymene behind him. Even though no one in the town could hear them, she started to shout: ‘Help! The old queen is drowned. Help us! A drowning on the beach. Help!’
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