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by Jay Bell

“Your name shall live forever, my son, heralded not only in legend, but etched into the very stars themselves. Icarus, the boy—no, the man who... Well, that’s what we’re here to figure out.”

I observe, impassive, as Daedalus bounds around his workshop, spry despite his many years. He gestures at countless inventions, most of them wooden and sculpted by his own hand, reminding me what a great man my father is. At my age he was already a world-renowned carpenter, the first artisan of his kind—if the stories are to be believed. He has since become a master of his craft, and like the gods themselves, is capable of turning dreams into reality. I once watched him carve a miniature horse out of wood and make it walk, and yet, he still insists that no magic was involved.

“Perhaps this is what you seek,” Daedalus says, gesturing at a contraption the height and width of an ox.

The confusing jumble of parts looks as though two wooden carts collided and became inseparable. When my father starts cranking the handle attached to one wheel, another begins spinning, and the contraption no longer resembles a wreck. The whirring sound and rhythmic motion is like nothing I’ve seen before. I doubt anyone has. Precious few are allowed to enter Daedalus’s workshop. Not even the king himself. That was one of the many stipulations my father insisted upon when fleeing to Crete. Impenetrable privacy. King Minos was happy to grant these wishes, in exchange for access to my father’s genius, of course. He even allowed Daedalus to design a new workshop when we arrived on the island. I was just a boy when I watched the crew of workers build what would become my new home, certain the pain in my heart would never cease. I missed Athens dearly, but we had no other choice but to leave.

On occasion, I still long to return there, although at the moment I’d settle for retreating to my private chambers. In particular the window with a view of the sea. From there—when ignoring the cliffs below—all I can see are two different shades of blue separated by a thin line where water meets sky. I’ve often stood there dreaming of what might lie beyond the horizon. Too often perhaps, which is why my father is now glaring at me.

“Well?” Daedalus insists, still cranking the wheel. “Aren’t you impressed?”

“I struggle to comprehend what my eyes are witnessing,” I admit.

“Because nothing like it has existed before. With this you can plant seeds faster than even the most seasoned farmer. You’ve noticed the curved spades? They penetrate the ground, leaving a hole behind, which is then filled by a seed poured from the receptacle here. The plow attached to the back pushes soil over each hole again, all in a matter of seconds.” Daedalus finally stops cranking the handle, wiping his hands on the linen chiton he wears. I feel the weight of his expectations, each of which I have repeatedly failed to meet. Or even guess.

“You want me to become a farmer?”

“By the Furies, no!” Daedalus says, shaking his head. “I do wish you would pay attention, Icarus. I am willing to give this invention to you, by which I mean more than mere possession. Your only task is to figure out how to automatically water the soil once the seeds are planted. A trivial conundrum. I would have solved it myself had I not grown bored.”

I stare at him blankly, still lost. “And once your creation can water seeds as well as plant them? What then?”

Daedalus sighs. “Your creation, not mine. Think of your reputation, Icarus. I’ve already secured the king’s favor. I no longer need to impress the public. You have no reputation of your own, but once you do, success will seek you out rather than the other way around.”

“I know nothing of farming, Father. How much water will be needed? What sort of animal will pull this cart? What happens when the seeds run out?”

“Good!” Daedalus says, his fists clenching in excitement. “The solution to every problem begins with inquiries. Venture out into the fields and observe the farmers at work. Ask them of their needs. Take what I have designed and search for its shortcomings. Make each problem your foe and vanquish it with your intellect!”

I approach the machine and try to decipher its inner workings, but I fail to comprehend why some of the wheels are sideways and notched, as though rodents mistook them for cheese and gnawed around the edges. I crank the wheel as my father did, no more enlightened when the motion slows to a crawl. My father’s eyes are shining optimistically as he watches me, but it’s hopeless. I shake my head, having failed him once again.

To his credit, Daedalus hides his disappointment by turning away as if searching. “There must be something here to inspire you,” he murmurs. “Cast your gaze over a lifetime of work. What intrigues you? The chair with no legs? The chest that can only be unlocked by pressing on a hidden panel? Or here, perhaps this! Wood that will not burn and is much too heavy to float. Surely together we can find a purpose for it. Doesn’t the riddle stimulate your mind? Imagine the possibilities!”

I can’t give him what he wants. My father yearns for an intellect equal to his own or, if the accusations are true, one that is slightly inferior. Meeting him even halfway is beyond my abilities. I’ve never been a creature of thought. My eyes move toward the back of the workshop, where heavy cotton sheets are draped over a collection of wooden statues the same height as me. I’ve yearned to see them again. One in particular. Occasions such as these are rare though. There are few exceptions to my father’s demand for privacy. I might live above the workshop, and occasionally set foot in it, but never have I been allowed to explore it freely. He must be truly desperate to invite me in like this, but I understand why. In my twenty years of life, I have failed to discover my purpose, and despite my father’s wishes, I am unlikely to find it today. Daedalus isn’t being cruel by bringing me here. To him this is an act of kindness. He’s presenting his achievements to me—those that he has no use for, true, but they are still impressive accomplishments. Despite his generosity, I am unable to please him or make his talent my own. Even he is doomed to fail in this quest. I focus instead on my own needs, so the day won’t be a complete waste.

“What about these?” I ask, moving to the covered statues.

“You’ve shown no inclination for the arts,” Daedalus says doubtfully. “An appreciation, yes, but—”

“I was younger when you tried teaching me,” I say, worried that I’ll be forced to look instead at another of his inventions. “Why are these hidden away? The statues you made of Minos and his family are on public display. And what about those in The Hall of Heroes? People flock from all around to view them. Why not these too?”

“Because some feel they are disrespectful to the gods,” Daedalus mutters. “My detractors insist that divine beings should be immortalized only in a material as timeless as they are, but marble cannot capture the same level of detail, and I refuse to limit my capabilities.”

“That would indeed be a shame,” I reply, my mouth dry. I know he won’t let me uncover them all. His patience will exhaust itself first. I have one chance, two at best. The cloth draped over each statue reaches the floor, obscuring even the feet. I attempt to draw from memory, remembering how, as a boy, I repeatedly snuck into my father’s workshop. That was back in Athens, before he became so paranoid. My father had been more open then, in both his social interactions and his work. He had shared his knowledge freely, attempting to pass on much of it to me, but I was too distracted to focus on any one thing for long.

Except for him. Not my father, but a nameless lover. I had wanted nothing more than for us to be together. I didn’t truly comprehend what that meant at the time, but I was compelled nonetheless. I know my father considers me to be without motivation. He likely fears that I am empty inside. That couldn’t be further from the truth. Ideas and innovation don’t occupy my mind. Thoughts have never guided me. Feelings, on the other hand...

At times I picture myself as a vessel, a cauldron filled to the brim with raw emotion. This has often motivated me to leave the protective walls of my home, but not to seek out problems to solve like my father does, or people to help like my brother made a career of. Love is my true calling. I have so much of it to give, and give I have, many times over. My lovers are rarely casual, each relationship becoming my sole focus. Perhaps to my detriment. I shower the men I adore with endless attention, my affection knowing no bounds. Most try to love me in return, and they succeed to some degree, but never with the same intensity. I felt rejected the first few times my devotion wasn’t reciprocated in full, but I’ve come to realize that they weren’t to blame. Just as I am incapable of meeting my father’s expectations, my lovers simply aren’t able to feel as passionately as I do. Instead they seem confused by my behavior, almost uncomfortable, until the inevitable end sets them free again.

As for me, I remain a prisoner of my own heart. Am I built differently perhaps? Or am I deluding myself? If I loved any of those men so deeply, how could I ever abandon them? But I always have, with one embarrassing exception:

I’ve been enamored with a statue since I was a boy.

I realize how ridiculous that sounds, but it’s true. And without being alive or capable of
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