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            BEFORE THE END OF THE WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I had a happy life in Miletus, our city beside the Aegean Sea. But no more …

      My father was a successful merchant with ships that sailed across the Aegean to Athens and on across the Mediterranean as far as Egypt and Italy, even Spain. From our part of Greece he traded olive oil, wine, and wool for marble from Paros, silver from Athens, papyrus from Egypt, and more.

      He was a man of the world. He learned about many different cultures from traveling to all these places. So when Tata came home, I always begged him to tell me what he had seen.

      One day, when he returned from Egypt, we sat in our courtyard in the shade of the gallery – he on an ebony chair with curving legs, I on a cushion at his feet. I looked up at him. He had soft brown eyes and a trim graying beard and mustache.

      “Tell me about Egyptian ladies, Tata.”

      He tossed his head back. “Ahhh, those Egyptian ladies… what freedom they have! They hold their heads high, eat and drink in public, and go about their affairs in the streets, unattended and unharmed. This time one of the merchants I dealt with was a woman, and she drove a hard bargain!”

      “I want to be like her, Tata.”

      He chuckled. “Well, my dear Aspasia, that will take courage. This is not Egypt.”

      I nodded. “So why do Greek women have to stay at home and weave?”

      “Because Greek men demand it.”

      “Then I will never marry any man,” I said. “I’ll be a merchant like you.”

      “Or you could marry a merchant and travel with him. Meanwhile, you can come along the next time I go on a short coastal trip to Samos.”

      I caught my breath and rose up on my knees. “Oh, Tata, could I really?”

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      But that was not to be, although I could not foresee the end of life as I knew it.

      Because of Tata’s success, he, my older sister Lysandra, and I lived in a two-story row house in a wealthy neighborhood. It was built around a courtyard with a fountain and brilliant red bougainvillea climbing over the arbor.

      Sadly, I cannot remember my mother, who died when I was still a baby. Tata says she was a beauty, and that I favor her. I know it is true because we have a painted stone bust of her on a pedestal in the courtyard. She had blue eyes, a pouty, full mouth, and blond curls. Tata hung her favorite necklace on the bust. It has little gold leaves hanging from a triple chain set with red garnets.

      Lysandra, who just turned fifteen, is four years older than me. She assumed our mother’s role in running the household, although sometimes she became a little bossy, overdoing her mother role. She had help from Demetria, our housekeeper, who was like a grandmother to us. We called her Yia-yia. But it was Tata who saw my yearning to know about the world, so he let me go about the city as long as one of our slaves was with me. And he sent me to a schoolmaster, where I was the only girl in a class of four boys.

      Our row house was on a narrow street that ended at the bay where the amphitheater stood, built into the side of Kaletepe Hill. During festivals Tata took Lysandra and me to plays there.

      I will never forget the time we saw Prometheus Bound. It was a sunny afternoon. Lysandra and I walked on either side of our tall father, who held himself proudly erect in his flowing white chiton. I wore my pale blue chiton and a cloak pulled up over my blond, curly hair, as was proper for girls and women on the street. We each carried a cushion for the stone seats.

      I had never seen Prometheus Bound, but I knew the myth it was based on, about how the god Prometheus stole fire from Mount Olympus and gave it to humans so they could survive. This angered Zeus, king of the gods. He had Prometheus chained to a rock in the Caucasus Mountains and sent an eagle to eat his liver. Each night his liver grew back, only to be eaten again the next day. Every time I heard or read the story, I wanted to unchain Prometheus and spare him the agony.

      That day we made our way among other people headed for the theater, all in a gay mood. Many people greeted my father, as he was known all over the city. My heart swelled as they treated him with such respect – and thus me as his daughter.

      We entered the hallway at the arched opening on the side of the theater, and Tata paid one silver drachma for the three of us.

      “We’ll meet you here after the play,” Tata said to Lysandra.

      Since Lysandra was older, she sat with the women, while I, not yet a woman, sat with Father. It is true that most children stayed with their mothers, but since I had no mother, Tata let me sit with him. Such was his standing in the community that no one objected – except my sister.

      She looked down her long, straight nose at me and said, “It’s not proper for Aspasia to sit among all those men. I never did. What would Mother say?”

      Tata smiled. “Probably ‘Let her be as she wishes.’”

      With a swirl of her yellow chiton, Lysandra spun around and left.

      I giggled as Tata and I climbed a short flight of stairs until we came out into the giant semicircle of stone seats. They were so steep that I caught my breath and felt that I might fall to the bottom. But Tata took me by the arm, and we descended slowly, one step at a time, past row upon row of stone benches where people were talking, laughing, eating nuts, and drinking wine.

      We moved to our seats, a few rows behind the priests on the front row where the marble benches had backs. Before sitting, Tata greeted friends all around us, shaking hands with them and saying, “Your health.” They wished him health in turn and gave me nods of recognition, which made me feel welcome.

      Soon the chorus filed into the empty orchestra space and formed a circle, followed by four musicians with a small harp, a lyre, a flute, and a drum. Behind them on the stage, stood a jagged boulder in front of a painted backdrop of mountains.

      Then to the beat of drum and wail of flute, came two burly men dragging a shackled Prometheus. Hephaestus, blacksmith of the gods and son of Zeus, lagged behind carrying chains, hammer, and pins.

      The audience groaned, and there were shouts of “FREE HIM!” But the burly men paid no heed. One of them spoke to Hephaestus.

      
        
        
        “Now have we journeyed to a spot of earth

        remote – the Scythian wild, a waste untrod.

        And now, Hephaestus, thou must execute

        the task our father laid on thee, and chain

        this evildoer to the jagged rocks …”

      

      

      

      Hephaestus hung back, seeming reluctant to pin Prometheus to the rock but fearing the wrath of Zeus if he did not. And so, amid the talk between the two brutes, he hammered the pins holding the chains into the rock. It was more than I could take.

      Without willing it, I stood and yelled, “OCHI!” No. “UNCHAIN HIM.”

      People in the audience, even the actors, turned to stare at me. Women never shouted during plays. I sank down to Tata’s protective shoulder. Chuckling, he raised an arm to the actors and audience to excuse me.

      “You spoke your heart, Aspasia,” he whispered. “Never mind what others think.”

      Gradually I gathered myself, sat up, and watched the rest of the play that leaves Prometheus chained to the rock as Zeus thunders and Mother Earth quakes. Not even the comedy that followed assuaged my anger at Zeus for condemning Prometheus.

      Afterward when we met Lysandra, she said, “I can’t believe your outburst, Aspasia. I am shamed to be your sister. Respectable girls do not shout in the theater. You acted like a common whore.” Then she stalked away to join some other young women.

      I looked up at my tall father. “What’s a whore, Tata?”

      He thought for a moment. “Well, it’s a woman who sleeps with men who are not her husband … for money.”

      “Then I’m not a whore. I don’t have a husband and I sleep by myself. And you are the only one who gives me money. So why did she call me one?”

      Tata chuckled. “She didn’t call you one – she said you acted like one. It’s a kind of curse word. She was just embarrassed by your outburst.” He paused and grew serious. “No, you are not a whore, Aspasia, and never will be.”

      “No, never, I promise, Tata.”

      He nodded.

      “Now, about your outburst. I hope you will always object to injustice, but do it without anger and be patient.” He smiled down at me. “Remember that knowledge of the truth will win over evil – eventually. After all, Zeus finally allowed Prometheus to be released so that he would reveal the knowledge of a rival to the god’s power.”

      Knowledge of the truth will win over evil. I will never forget his words.

      My father gave me knowledge by sending me to school, while other girls had to stay home and learn how to weave and run a household. What would I do without him and his love and understanding?

      And then I found out.
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            THE END

          

        

      

    

    
      When I turned twelve, my happy life in Miletus ended, and it felt like the end of the world. Tata had elonesia, a swamp fever that came and went. Each time it came, his symptoms were more severe. He burned with fever and shivered at the same time. He no longer traveled and was becoming weaker by the day. Even though we had the best doctor in Miletus, he could not cure Tata.

      The doctor, a balding man with a curly gray beard, came to our house often to see his patient. They had become friends. Late one afternoon he arrived as Lysandra, Tata, and I sat in the shade of the arbor by the fountain.

      After examining Tata, he sat on a chair beside him and said, “My advice, Axiochus, is to settle your affairs. It is never too early.”

      When the doctor left, I asked Tata, “What does that mean?” But I really knew.

      “It means that I won’t live forever,” Tata said and chuckled.

      I leaped up. “How can you laugh about that? I don’t want you to die – ever!”

      “What would you have me do, Aspasia?”

      “Become immortal, like the gods.”

      “What a lovely idea. But as you know, occasionally the gods become bored with living forever. Sometimes I think they would rather be like us and feel how precious life is.”

      I had never thought about how it would feel to live forever. Still, I could not imagine living without Tata.

      Then he turned to Lysandra. “One affair I must settle is arranging for your marriage, Lysandra. It is my duty as your father, and I think I have found a good match for you.”

      Lysandra gasped and put her hand over her heart. “Who, Tata?”

      “A fellow merchant’s son by the name of Chares. I have already talked with his father.”

      “What is he like? Is he handsome?”

      “Very handsome and very successful as a partner with his father. You’ll see tomorrow afternoon. He’s coming to discuss the marriage agreement.”

      The next day at the appointed time, there was a knock on our door. Tata sent Lysandra and me upstairs to the women’s quarters. We hunched down on the balcony behind the balustrade where we could see and hear everything.

      Demetria entered the courtyard, glanced up at us hiding on the balcony, and smiled. Then she plodded to the door, swaying from side to side.

      We heard the door open and watched as Chares strode in, passing Demetria, and shook hands with Tata, who remained seated. They wished one another good health.

      Indeed, he was handsome, with dark hair, a trim beard and mustache. He wore a sky blue chiton that hung loose from his broad shoulders.

      I looked at Lysandra, who had a little smile on her face.

      Tata motioned for Chares to sit in the chair across the table. Demetria brought a pitcher, two cups, and poured watered wine.

      “So, Chares, as you know, I spoke with your father about marriage to my older daughter, Lysandra. I offered a dowry of my ships after I die – one for Lysandra and one for Aspasia.”

      He paused as Chares leaned back in his chair. “Yes, Sir.”

      “No doubt your father told you that there are conditions,” Tata said.

      Chares nodded.

      “Upon my death, I want you to take the ships to Piraeus and settle in Athens, making a home for Lysandra and my younger daughter Aspasia as well.”

      A pang of alarm shot through my chest. Move to Athens? Leave Miletus? I knew that Athenians looked down on Greeks from other cities and called them metics, foreigners.

      “Sir,” Chares said, “I am honored, and I accept your daughter in marriage and your wishes with pleasure. I do believe that Piraeus is becoming the major port in all of Greece, and so I agree to the wisdom of moving the ships there. I have already arranged to buy a house in Athens.”

      “Good,” Tata said and sat forward in his chair. “One more condition. You are to let Aspasia be as she wishes. And when the time comes, choose a husband for her who will also do so.”

      “I understand, Sir,” Chares said.

      I wondered whether Chares meant he agreed or not.

      Suddenly I realized that once Tata was gone, Chares would be in charge of my life. He would even choose a husband for me. A shadow of doom settled over me.

      Tata went on. “Then I propose to set the wedding for the day of the full moon of Skirophorion.”

      I heard Lysandra draw a sharp breath. That was only a month from now.

      “Excellent choice,” Chares said.

      Tata raised his wine cup. “Let us drink to our agreement.”

      After they drank, Chares stood. He glanced up at the balcony for a moment and saw us but did not smile. Then he approached Tata. “I do not wish to tire you, Sir, and so I bid you farewell for now. You have made me a happy man.”

      “Let us shake hands on our agreement,” Tata said, and they did. It was decided.

      After Chares left, Lysandra turned to me, her face glowing. “He’s so manly and polite.”

      I nodded but did not say that he didn’t smile much, even when he looked up at us.

      After Chares left, Lysandra and I hurried down to Tata. She sat on the chair while I dropped to my knees in front of him.

      “Oh, Tata,” Lysandra said, “he is handsome, like you said.”

      He nodded. “And wealthy.”

      “Do we have to leave Miletus?” I asked.

      “As Chares and I agreed, Aspasia, Athens is the future.”

      “But I’ve heard that Athenians scorn anyone who was not born there and call them metics.”

      He smiled and took my hand in both of his. “I believe you can make them love you.”

      As the days went by, Tata grew weaker. He no longer had the strength to get out of bed. Lysandra and I took turns sitting with him.

      “Lysandra, I have asked Captain Gaios to give you away to Chares at the wedding since I am unable to do so. He said he would be honored.”

      Lysandra nodded. “I would rather you, Tata.”

      “So would I, but it gives me peace to know he is honored to stand in for me. He loves you girls like daughters.”

      Then Tata turned to me. “Aspasia, promise me you will continue to study and read. Take all my scrolls with you.”

      “I promise, Tata.”

      “And one other thing. You must marry the man Chares finds for you – someone who will let you be.”

      “Yes, Tata.”

      “I know you wanted to be a merchant, but that is not a choice Greek women have. The only choices for women are to marry or earn their keep as whores. Promise me you will never become a whore, nor even a courtesan.”

      “I promise, Tata.”

      Little did I know that promise would make a difficult choice for me one day.

      Before the full moon of Skirophorion came, I sensed that the end was near. On that dreaded day, Lysandra and I sat on either side of his bed. The door stood open to the courtyard where the fountain splashed. Tata lay still, his breathing almost inaudible, but I could see the vein in his neck pulsing.

      “Tata, don’t leave me,” I whispered in his ear. Tears blurred my eyes, and I wiped them with the edge of my chiton. “I can’t live without you. I’m afraid.”

      A little smile came to his face. He turned to look at me with sunken but shining eyes.

      “You will not be alone, Aspasia,” he said.

      Still, I felt no comfort in knowing. I did not like Chares.

      Tata raised his head and reached for our hands, looking from Lysandra to me. “Promise … promise me … you will take care of each other … and you, Lysandra … you will be … like a … like a mother to … to Aspasia.”

      He slumped back down, exhausted. His mouth fell open, gasping for breath. My heart quickened. Was this the moment?

      “I promise … I promise!” we said.

      I stood and hovered over him. “Did you hear, Tata?”

      “Yes,” he whispered.

      I took his hand in mine and watched the vein in his neck pulse – pulse – pulse – stop!

      “OCHI!” No, I screamed and flung my body across his chest, sobbing. “Don’t leave me, Tata, don’t leave me! I can’t live without you. I am afraid. I want to be your little girl always – always.”

      But no matter how much I begged, always was over.

      Then I felt Lysandra’s hand on my back. “Aspasia, don’t be afraid. You are not alone … I’m here for you.”

      I looked up at her through my tears and nodded. It was something but not enough. Tata was gone. His soul had flown out of his body on his last breath. His eyes stared at nothing.

      Lysandra put her finger on one of his eyes and then the other and gently closed them.

      “Do you have a coin?” she asked.

      I reached in my girdle for a coin and placed it in his mouth so he could pay the ferryman for his passage across the Styx to the underworld. More than anything, I wanted to believe there was life after death, that the judges of the underworld would send Tata’s soul to the Isles of Elysium, that I would see him again. But a secret doubt crept over me like a cloud over the sun.
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            FAREWELL, TATA

          

        

      

    

    
      That night Lysandra and Demetria prepared his body. I was not allowed in the room, but from the courtyard I could smell the sweet, woody oil of myrrh they used to anoint his body. Then with the help of our house slaves, they brought him out to the courtyard on a bier and set it on a platform in the arbor, his feet toward the door, as if he would rise up and walk out.

      He was dressed in a clean white chiton with a wreath of flowers on his head that rested on a blue silk pillow. But his face was ashen, lifeless. A sharp pain shot through my chest and I turned away. I wanted him back. I wanted him back to read books together, to tell me stories of his travels. I wanted him back to see the love in his eyes. But I was powerless to bring him back.

      Powerless.

      The next day our slaves set up a table with wine and honey cakes for guests. Soon, hired mourners arrived, wearing ugly black chitons, and gathered around Tata’s bier, weeping and tearing at their long hair. But it was fake grief. The more they cried and writhed about, the more I wanted to shoo them away.

      When I could bear it no longer, I stood and yelled, “OUT, OUT!” while waving my arms.

      Lysandra scowled at me and rushed out with them. I could hear her apologizing for my behavior.

      She returned and sat down without a word. Already I had ignored Tata’s advice to object without anger and be patient.

      I shook my head. “It’s just that they care nothing for Tata but act like they do. They are fake, and I can’t stand it.”

      Lysandra seemed to soften a bit then and gave me a nod. I could tell she was trying to keep her promise to Tata.

      Our guests began arriving to pay their respects and offer condolence. By contrast to the fake mourners, they comforted me.

      One was Captain Gaios of Tata’s ships, whom I had known all my life, a large sun-baked man with kind eyes. His bushy hair was dark but his beard and mustache were gray. He looked like he belonged outdoors, at sea.

      Bowing to Lysandra and me, he said, “Your father was a great man who knew how to inspire his crew. He told us, ‘If you make the most of your job, you will rise in the world.’ And that is how I became captain of his ships. Together we saw the world, and I shall miss his company.”

      I wanted to hug this man. Instead I offered him my hand, which he took in both of his and patted.

      “I look forward to taking you both to Piraeus,” he said, bowed again, and stepped away so that others could speak to us. But no one else touched my heart like the Captain.

      Before dawn the next day, the funeral procession
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