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Diogenes was folding laundry for his mother. He had barely
found time to pull it off the lines last evening. Some of the
thicker, woven items were still damp. While he hated doing women’s
work, it was the price of attending school. The slightly-pudgy
Diogenes had always been a bookworm, ever since he could remember.
His father, presently snuffling and grunting in the kitchen area,
had reluctantly agreed to send him to the school of Heron, the
world-famous lecturer, after extracting certain promises from his
thirteen year-old son. Hector couldn’t refuse the lad, even though
his meager salary as a scribe at the library barely made ends meet.
The boy’s enthusiasm for Heron, not just the best teacher in
Alexandria, but probably the world, people were saying, was a
reward in itself.

Anything to get the boy out of his
room and out into the world like a normal person seemed worthwhile.
Hector had taken in some private book-writing jobs, and he was
already halfway through a copy of the Iliad.

Luckily his first commission had been
one he could practically transcribe in his sleep. It might be done
in a fortnight. Then they would have some money for a while.
Diogenes was aware of all this, for surely he had been told a
number of times. The trouble was that Dio needed a little money of
his own, and he would have no choice but to ask.

It was crucial to get all the things
folded and smooth looking. The laundry had sat in the baskets all
night, and he was working harder than he ought to have
needed.

Since he had arisen before dawn, Dio’s
belly growled in anticipation of breakfast. It was early, and the
dampness and chill of dawn only underscored the darkness of the
small atrium, open to the sky above. Ideally, he should have done
this last night, but after a long day of school, and then, with a
few friends roaming the streets and alleys of the city until just
before dark, he simply didn’t have the vitality.

Diogenes did the work cheerfully
enough, although like many people, not just school boys, he was a
bit of a procrastinator. His father had said that, and when Dio
asked him what it meant, his father just grinned, blue eyes
twinkling in good humour. Those bright blue eyes were a family
trait. All the children had them, although his mom’s big eyes were
a warm, dark and softly glistening brown, due to her Syrian
ancestry.

“It means you’re not a lazy
boy.” Hector made the admission somewhat ruefully. “It means that
as a father, I have certain failings, and one of those is patience.
But I promise I’ll keep trying.”

Sensing his father’s mood,
Diogenes promptly asked him for an as, a large bronze coin, a quarter of
a sestertius, so that he could go after school and look at the
elephants with his friend Peleus. The moment had been shattered.
The circus would be moving on in a short time, and the boys had
been going to look at them every chance they got. He was almost
sorry he had asked, Dio thought ruefully, upon seeing his father’s
eyes go dim, and the lines suddenly furrowing his brow.

“I’m sorry, son, it’s just
that we only have sixteen denarii to make it though until the end
of the month.” Hector ruffled his son’s head. “Don’t forget we’re
going to the arena tomorrow, and you’ll want something to eat
there, no doubt.”

“I’m sorry, father.”
Diogenes resolved not to ask his dad for money for two whole
days.

Dio had been hoping against
hope for at least one or two sestertii for himself. As things
stood, he earned an as a week for doing chores, and it was never enough. He had a few
expenses of his own. It’s just that he needed a new stylus, and
some sandals, and a honey-loaf for lunch. The toga he was wearing
was the best one he had. Even it was showing signs of dark, dirty
stains around the edges, and all his other ones weren’t good enough
for school. As he pulled the linens and woolens out of the basket,
he was suddenly interested by the flickering of little lights in
amongst the fabrics. Fascinated by this discovery, he quickly
forgot all his other problems. He bent in close and pulled the
stuff apart gently, for it often seemed to cling. Diogenes had once
wondered if that was because of the water, or the fact that the
women beat them clean on a rock. No one had been able to answer
that question satisfactorily, at least not around here. Yet it
seemed to Dio that the waters of the Nilus fleuvus didn’t make him
all sticky-like, and it surely didn’t make sparks fly off him like
this. His insatiable curiosity was well and truly
aroused.

If he hadn’t been doing this in the
dark, he might never have noticed it. This was a lucky discovery.
Was this miniature lightning? It was the only thing comparable. Yet
one more question to ask his teacher Heron.

Diogenes had never thought of his
parents, or older brothers and sisters as stupid, although for all
he knew they might be. Who could he compare them to? They seemed at
least as smart as any of his friend’s parents and siblings. No, the
whole problem was that they just didn’t understand the crucial
importance of poetry, music, geometry, algebra and
philosophy.

His sister Eudocia was a wonderful
player of the narrow-necked, twenty-four stringed box lute, and
wrote her own music. There might be some hope for her, if only she
wasn’t a girl.

At his age Diogenes was becoming much
more aware of the world around him, even though babies are always
staring around in wonder. But he was thinking about things a lot.
And he was becoming more aware of himself, the much greater world
around him, and the cosmos, and the purely imaginary, theoretical
worlds of the philosophers.

As he patiently folded the laundry for
his mother, Diogenes had reason to be content with his life. He
loved every minute in school and was perfectly aware of the
privilege, and what it cost his family. But it simply had to be
done. There might be more riding on his decision than met the
eye.

His thoughts turned to his teacher,
Heron, and some of the first words out of his mouth on that fateful
first day of school. They were words he would never forget. Somehow
he just knew it.

“If I throw a pebble down
here, a mountain springs up out of the ground somewhere on the
other side of the world. If I stomp my foot, perhaps a tree falls
in the forest. If I kill an ant, somewhere a man must die. We are
all interconnected, and interdependent. We are all a part of
nature, as decreed by the gods, as I’m sure you’ve all heard a
thousand times. While you are in my classroom you will behave.” The
tall, dignified scholar lectured with his fashionable, short brown
beard wagging in counterpoint.

The boys in question quieted, as the
rest stifled snickers and exchanged quick grins.

Heron was a free-thinking scholar, and
not afraid to speak his mind of controversial matters. While the
older, stodgier philosophers seemed to disapprove of his methods,
Diogenes had quickly developed a fierce loyalty to the
man.

The teacher had quite a few things to
tell them, as they all got to know each other. He treated all of
his students with a calm respect that had seemed a little unusual
to Diogenes. This was different from when he was at home, where he
seemed to be at everyone’s beck and call all the time, and got
blamed for more mischief than he actually did sometimes.

Diogenes had been well and truly
hooked. No one had ever respected his dignity or asked his opinion
before. At last! Someone with a brain in his head.

The day was brightening up the room,
the laundry was done, and there were no more sparks to be seen.
Now, thank Jupiter, it was time for something to eat. He could hear
his mother puttering about in the kitchen with his brothers and
sisters. Slowly but steadily, the gentle noise of the household
began to pick up.
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Heron was an early riser. There was never enough time in the
day to get everything done. He had often speculated about the exact
nature of time. How did time work? While he had a few thoughts on
that subject, he hadn’t found the time to write them down. It was
interesting how writing things down forced one to clarify, to
define one’s terms with ever greater precision. But wasn’t that
part of the philosopher’s job? How was it possible for time to
speed up and slow down so perceptibly? And was perception really,
truly reality, or perhaps such a statement was pure
nonsense?

But if he hoped to complete the
aeolipile, he would have to find the time somewhere.

Unfortunately, the only thing he could
cut out of his life was sleep. Heron was finding it hard going.
With a deep sigh, he stared at his homely visage as it was
reflected in the once highly- burnished mirror on the wall. He
certainly wasn’t getting any younger. His mother was still
pestering him to marry, and she would never quit. That much was a
self-evident truth.

“Persistence pays off.” She
kept harping at him. “My friend Sophia’s daughter is very nice, she
has a wonderful personality, she cooks, she cleans, she sews.
She’ll make you a good wife.”

Heron had a pair of perfectly good
slaves, husband and wife, very quiet and unobtrusive.

They seemed grateful to look after his
every need. They stayed out of his way, and never made any problems
for him. Why would he need a wife?

Hero, as his mother called him, hacked
away at the stubborn whiskers on his neck. Although he had a full,
thick beard, it was always kept fashionably short and reasonably
neat.

His mother Calphurnia had insisted,
that somehow Heron needed a wife, when he didn’t have enough time
for himself as it was. Turning to the right so the light would hit
his face, he carefully shaved off some more whiskers. The dull
sheen of oil on his skin, still soft after a steamy bath at a
little private place just up the block, helped him to find the
recalcitrant ones he had missed the first time around. If a man
wanted a good shave, he pretty much had to do it three times. While
he had been meaning to sketch a design for a three-bladed razor, he
simply hadn’t found the time, to harp on a subject for the moment.
And even if he could draw it up properly, just exactly where he
might find the capital outlay to actually procure one, remained a
mystery to Heron.

The cocks had crowed long ago. The
brightness of the day and the bustle of traffic in the street below
told him he had better get going. The day waits for no man, he told
himself with some feelings of minor irritation. He could only push
himself so hard, and then he would just be making things worse.
Merely quoting aphorisms wasn’t much help.

Sometimes you needed tangible
results.

Still, if he was late for the staff
meeting, Crassus and Brutus would be all over him like a dirty
toga, with their disapproving stares and whispered, but no doubt
unkind comments. The fact that they were inferior minds, and called
themselves cynics without actually pursuing virtue, which was the
only thing that brought happiness, wasn’t much comfort
sometimes.

Heron was more of a skeptic, although
he had yet to formalize this particular school of philosophy, and
hadn’t acquired a lot of disciples so far. But that was only to be
expected. He simply wasn’t ready for them yet.

Why in the living Hades did he need to
seek the approval of men like Crassus, or Brutus, or Petrus, surely
one of the most dissolute people Heron had ever met? Still, he had
to live with the situation. They were fellow scholars, and they
were here to stay.

Some questions were mysterious indeed,
and perhaps there was no answer.

The gods had decreed it, he told
himself facetiously, with a self-deprecating grin tugging and
pulling insistently at the corners of his sardonic, sensitive,
sensuous mouth. That golden mouth was earning him a living, and he
better be careful not to shave off a piece of it.

Heron’s intelligent yet mocking eyes
looked back at him from the mirror.

“We’re doing all right. If
nothing else, it is best to remain positive.”

He reached for the towel, after
splashing the remains of the chill water on his face.

If he skipped breakfast, he could get
in an hour or so working on the aeolipile. All he had to do is
remember to take his teaching notes this time, otherwise he would
have to run back and get them. Yesterday, he had been in a big
rush. Heron had dropped the bulky scroll in the street, and the
ribbon was loose, so that the thing unrolled and he had to go
chasing after it. In the swelling traffic, he was fairly late
yesterday, and today was market day. The
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