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Prologue: Two Women in a Burning City
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Cassandra:

I want to tell you about the last night.

Not the fall — the fall has been described extensively by people who were outside it looking in, by the poets who arrived after and assembled the account from the fragments that the survivors carried. They have described it with the quality of people describing something they find aesthetically significant, which means they have described the fire and the walls and the wooden horse and the Greeks pouring out of it at midnight like a secret the city had been keeping in its own belly.

They have not described what it was like to be inside it knowing.

I knew.

I had known for ten years. I had stood at the gates of Troy in the early morning of the war's first day and I had seen the shape of what was coming — not in symbols, not in the obscure language that oracles use when they want to be right without being useful. Plainly. The city burning. The walls falling. The specific endings of the specific people I loved. I had seen it with the same clarity with which I see you, Helen, across this fire.

Yes. I see you.

I have always seen you more clearly than anyone in this city, which is saying something, since the city has spent ten years seeing nothing but you. You have been the most visible person in Troy and the most misunderstood, which is its own kind of curse, and I have thought about the symmetry of it — your curse and mine — in the long years of the war when the thinking was the only thing I had left that was entirely mine.

You were too seen.

I was not seen enough.

Both of us were used.

The city is burning now and I am going to tell you what I know, and you are going to tell me what you know, and between the two of us we will have the full account — the one that the poets will not tell, because the poets were not inside it, because the poets require a story with a clear cause and a clear villain and what we have to offer is something more complicated and more true.

My name is Cassandra.

I was the daughter of Priam and Hecuba, the princess of Troy, the priest of Apollo, the woman who knew everything and was believed by no one.

I am speaking to you across the fire of our city.

Tell me your truth.

I will tell you mine.

Helen:

Cassandra.

I have watched you for ten years from across this city, which has been watching me, which means that from a certain angle I have been watching you through the eyes of everyone who was watching me, which is a strange way to know a person but is the only way available to a woman who cannot move through a city without being observed.

I watched you at the gates.

I watched you the first morning, when you stood at the wall and you spoke and no one listened, and I understood — from where I was, from the specific position of a woman who has spent her entire life being received as something other than what she is — I understood what was happening to you with a completeness that I could not have explained to anyone who had not lived the particular experience of being misreceived.

You were right.

You were right about everything, from the first morning to the last, and the rightness did nothing for you and nothing for the city and nothing for any of the people whose deaths you had foreseen and tried to prevent.

I want to say something about rightness.

It is not a virtue if it cannot be heard.

Not because the rightness is diminished — the truth you spoke was true regardless of whether it was received. But the use of rightness, the purpose of it, is the prevention of the thing that is right about. A doctor who diagnoses correctly but cannot administer the treatment has not saved the patient. A prophet who sees correctly but cannot make the seeing useful has not saved the city.

You were right.

Troy burned.

My name is Helen.

I was the daughter of Zeus and Leda, the wife of Menelaus, the woman whose face launched a thousand ships, which is the most reductive description of a person's life that has ever been composed and has nevertheless followed me across the world and will follow me after.

I did not launch a thousand ships.

The men launched a thousand ships.

I was in them.
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Chapter One: Troy Before the War — Cassandra
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Cassandra:

Troy was a city of extraordinary beauty and I want to say this before I say anything else, before the war and the burning make it impossible to describe as anything other than what it became.

The walls were the first thing. Not their height — though the height was considerable, the kind of height that communicates to the body rather than to the mind, that you feel in the stomach rather than calculate in the head. Their color. The stone of the walls of Troy had a quality in the afternoon light that I have not seen in any other stone anywhere, a warmth that was not quite gold and not quite amber but was the specific color of something that has been in the sun for a very long time and has absorbed the sun rather than reflecting it. The walls held the light the way certain people hold a room — from the inside, completely, without effort.

I was born inside those walls.

Not in the palace — in the palace, in a room of the palace that was organized around the specific purpose of producing royal children with maximum safety and minimum drama, which is to say a room full of women who knew what they were doing and a mother who had done this before and would do it again. I was the seventh child. By the seventh child, the palace had developed its procedures.

I arrived screaming.

My mother said I arrived already arguing with everything, which was not wrong, which was a quality I came to understand as constitutive rather than temperamental — not a phase, not a mood, but the fundamental orientation of a self that found the world interesting and argued with it because argument was the closest available form of engagement.

My father was Priam.

Priam was — I want to be careful about my father because he deserves care, because the easy thing is to describe him through the lens of the war and the ending and the specific catastrophe of his final years, which were genuinely catastrophic. Before the catastrophe: a man of genuine quality. Not brilliant — he did not have the kind of mind that produces ideas, that generates the new. But wise, in the specific sense of wisdom that comes from a long life spent paying attention to the consequences of things. He had been paying attention for forty years before I was born. He had a court full of advisors and he listened to them, actually listened, which is rarer in rulers than the expectation of it would suggest.

He listened to everyone except me.

This is not because he did not love me — he did love me, in the specific way of a father who finds in one of his many children a quality that he recognizes and values. He found in me the argument, which he had always enjoyed, the refusal to accept the offered explanation, the pressing for the thing beneath the thing. He liked talking to me. He found the conversation interesting.

He just did not believe me.

But that comes later. Before the curse, before Apollo, before any of it — before all of that, my father listened to me the way he listened to everyone, with the genuine attention of a man who understood that information came from unexpected sources and the unexpected sources were worth hearing.

My mother was Hecuba.

Hecuba is the person in this account who is most inadequately described by anything I can say, because Hecuba was a complete world and I was only ever able to see parts of it. She was a queen in the deepest sense — not the performed queenliness of a woman who has learned the postures and gestures of royalty, but the actual thing, the quality of a person whose authority is so complete that it does not need to announce itself. She moved through the palace and the palace organized itself around her movement. Not from fear — from the specific gravity of a person who has earned what they are over a very long time.

She loved all her children.

Fifty sons and twelve daughters and she knew each of them — their specific qualities, their specific failures, the particular way each one was remarkable and the particular way each one fell short of what she hoped for them. She held all of this simultaneously, the love and the knowledge and the hope and the disappointment, without letting any of it collapse into simplicity.

She
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