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Dijkstra’s adaptation commands admi-
ration and respect because she retells the
myths in a humorous way that makes
them understandable for everyone. In
addition her language is poetic and she
does justice to the original meaning and
intent of the old stories. (...) There is
humor and seriousness, light-hearted-
ness and profoundness, lucidity and
mystery, modern and old language
registers6–6all these are in perfect balance
in her adaptation.
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Lida Dijkstra’s Waiting for Apollo for teenagers is an ideal intro-
26duction to ancient Greek and Roman myths, which are as

relevant today as they were in their time. The Friesian author has
retold six of the stories from Ovid’s famed Metamorphoses in an
accessible book for young readers, without destroying the origi-
nal beauty of this classic masterpiece. 

Dijkstra sets her book in Delphi, amidst a long queue of people
waiting in front of the temple of Apollo. It is oracle day, when
those who are sick or wanting good advice come in the hope of
persuading the temple maidens to put in a good word for them
with the god of music and healing. This sacred gathering forms
an unexpectedly boisterous market place, with merchants loudly
crying their wares, attempting to fob believers off with statuettes
of the gods and other knickknacks.

Amongst those waiting are a shepherd boy and a hooded crow,
who is really the enchanted princess, Cornix. She hopes that
Apollo will change her back into the beautiful king’s daughter
she used to be. To kill time, she starts to relate tales of gods in
love, of greedy people and their smart schemes that always turn
out for the worst.

First, she tells the tale of her own enchantment, then the
myths of arrogant Arachne, miserly Midas and the couple,
Orpheus and Eurydice, whose love transcends even the veil
between life and death. Dijkstra breathes new life into the old
stories with plenty of humour and surprising twists. She has
translated the Latin verses into fresh Dutch poetry, without
rhyme and both witty and ingenious. These tongue-in-cheek
yarns are unputdownable.

It is fortunate that Dijkstra was not afraid to remould such a
classic masterpiece with her modern fingers and the result is
therefore enthralling. She has succeeded in adding an extra
dimension to the ancient work, with two contrasting versions of
Orpheus and Eurydice as the climax. It is perfectly possible that
her treatment of this selection from Metamorphoses will bring her
readers closer to the original ironic, ornate Ovid than many
translators before her. pjotr van lenteren
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New talent from Friesland: Lida Dijkstra 
 
“At times you will find me sitting at the computer laughing my head off!” 
 
translated by Roz Vatter-Buck 
 
She is so lovely that all men desire her. One day, however, her beauty becomes her 
downfall. Walking along the sands early one morning, she catches the eye of a sea 
god. He follows her, but just before he manages to grab her, the other gods intervene. 
They transform the frightened girl into a bird and her wings take her up into the skies, 
far from the scary sea god. 
Saved! For the moment, yes, but the girl soon begins to get bored with her 
metamorphosis and longs to return to her former life as a young woman. 
 
So begins Waiting For Apollo, a new book for young people by the Friesian author, 
Lida Dijkstra. The beautiful girl is called Cornix and she is one of the main characters 
in the story. There is only one way to become a princess once more. She has to ask the 
god Apollo for help. So she flies to his temple and joins the queue of people also 
waiting to ask a favour of Apollo or thank him for something. 

The princess-crow lands on the shoulder of a poor shepherd boy. She likes him, 
even though he’s only a shepherd. To wile away the long hours of waiting, Cornix 
starts to recount tales of confrontation between mortals and gods. Sometimes the god 
is stronger, in others the mortal may win and the god is made to look silly. The 
shepherd boy doesn’t seem too happy about the latter. 

Lida Dijkstra (b. 1961) first wrote the book in Friesian, under the title, Clouds of 
Wool (Wolken fan Wol), a title that refers to one of the myths retold in the book. For 
the Dutch version, the title Waiting for Apollo was chosen, to make it immediately 
clear that the book is set in ancient Greece. Lida Dijkstra’s name may still be 
unfamiliar to many, but is famous in Friesland, where she has already written fourteen 
books, all extremely favourably received. Wolken fan Wol has even been nominated 
for the IBBY Prize. Waiting for Apollo is her first book also to be published in Dutch, 
translated by the author herself, and is followed this autumn in Dutch of Ootje, stories 
for young children about a cheeky little boy. 

The myths retold in Waiting for Apollo are all taken from Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses. ‘I picked the nicest stories from the 250,’ says Lida. ‘There were, of 
course, some myths I couldn’t do anything with. Some were really grisly, like the one 
where a man, Actaeon, changes into a stag and is subsequently eaten by his own 
hunting dogs’. 

Once the writer had made her selection, she started looking for an umbrella 
concept to bind the stories together. It ended up being the narrating crow. ‘The story of 
the crow, Cornix, did exist, but there is very little about her in Metamorphoses. It 
describes how a princess is turned into a crow, but that’s it. You don’t find out 
whether she ever becomes a princess again. Setting the story in Delphi and having 
Cornix meet the shepherd boy are my additions’. 
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The six myths told by the crow in Waiting for Apollo have been quite freely 
interpreted by Lida. ‘I’ve invented a lot around the stories. As far as I’m concerned, 
there is no logic in Ovid’s myth about King Midas, for example. Midas wishes for 
everything he touches to turn to gold. His wish is granted and he goes back home, end 
of story. I felt there was something missing. I should imagine that anyone who changes 
everything he touches into gold would be followed around by people hoping to profit 
from such a special gift. That’s why I devised a band of plunderers who follow the 
king around.’ Some of the details she added to the book simply begged to be included, 
others she wrote for the fun of it. ‘At times you will find me sitting at the computer 
laughing my head off!’ 
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Sample translation from  

 

Waiting for Apollo by Lida Dijkstra (Rotterdam: Lemniscaat, 2001) 

 

Translated by Lance Salway 

 

 

 

She was not rich, Arachne. 

Her origins were humble. 

When she was five, her mother 

departed for the underworld, 

never to return, even though 

the small girl’s tears were heartrending. 

Later Arachne could no longer 

remember her mother. 

Was her hair blonde or brown? 

Kind, cheerful or cold eyes? 

She no longer knew. She didn’t 

even miss her mother any more. 

Her father, Idmon, was a simple 

wool-dyer from Colophon. 

Skilful at his trade, he was. 

The loveliest pigments from roundabout  

bubbled in his bronze cauldrons. 

Purple from Murex snails. 

Lilac from insects. In just the shades 

that all women love. 

The colours of his cloth  

were splendid. His recipes strictly secret. 

He dared not even write them down 
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and hardly dared think them, 

so fearful was Idmon that other dyers 

might discover his ingredients. 

He worked behind closed doors, 

which wasn’t good for his health, of course. 

Everyone knows that dyeing wool 

releases noxious vapours. 

Usually he bound a wet cloth 

round his nose and mouth 

so as not to be sick. 

It was said: 

   that he added his own blood 

    that he mixed his colours with piss 

      that he stabbed lice to death with needles 

        that he kept moonbeams in a pot. 

The stupid twaddle of scandalmongers, 

but even so . . . 

Be that as it may, Idmon knew all about wool. 

And his daughter Arachne also had this gift. 

She lived in a wooden house, a short way off 

at the foot of the vineyard. 

There she lived alone, except for a pet 

that wasn’t really a pet. 

Because Arachne had not chosen the fly 

(she hated flies) 

the fly had chosen Arachne. 

He had simply moved in one Saturday 

and never gone away again. 

He never let himself be caught. 

Sometimes he hid for days on end 

and then suddenly there he was again 
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as though the house belonged to him. 

‘Be off with you, nasty fly,’ said Arachne. 

‘Or rather, better still, stay, then you 

can make the acquaintance of my sandal.’ 

 

Arachne spun the fleeces 

that her father had dyed 

into long gossamer threads. 

These threads she wove into cloth,  

soft as a rabbit’s tail. 

While her father worked in deepest secret, 

Arachne was quite the opposite,  

the doors of her workshop open wide. 

Everyone knew the way to Arachne’s house. 

Womenfolk walked in and out. 

Young ladies from the village and, just as much at ease, 

water nymphs with blue hair, 

ugly wood nymphs with hard skin, 

and mountain nymphs in tunics of vine leaves. 

People from outside the village 

often thought that a party 

was going on in that little wooden house 

under the vineyard. 

But it was only Arachne, busy at work. 

Which, however, she did with a will . . . 

See how she spun the wool to thread 

with her rapid fingers . . . . 

See how cleverly she wound 

the thread into balls . . . 

Indescribable! 

It was clear how much pleasure 
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the work gave Arachne.  

Nymphs often fought for the privilege  

of holding the yarn for her. 

Graciously Arachne chose her assistant. 

A different one each time, she made sure of that, 

because nymphs can be dirty fighters. 

When Arachne took her place behind her loom, 

the workshop overflowed with people.  

A woollen garment by Arachne was not just a garment. 

It was an adventure. 

An experience. 

A voyage of discovery. 

You could get lost among colours. 

It seemed as though Arachne 

used thousands of shades, 

so cleverly did she weave the colours together. 

‘How do you do that?’ people asked. 

Sometimes, when Arachne was in a patient mood, 

she tried to explain. 

‘I do not weave as others weave, 

and their mothers and grandmothers before them, 

I weave what I see around me. 

Lines do not exist in nature,  

just coloured shapes,’ she said. 

And: ‘All colour is a form of light.’ 

And: ‘Shadows have colour too. 

Black is not a colour. So I do not use it 

because it actually does not exist.’ 

The people said ‘Ah’ and ‘Really?’ 

but understood nothing. 

‘When I weave yellow and red dots next to each other,  
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it becomes orange,’ Arachne said. And she did it. 

‘You must look at it from a distance.’ 

‘Like the sun,’ sighed the water nymphs. 

‘By mixing yellow and blue you get green.’ 

‘Like young grass on Mount Tmolus,’ 

said the nymphs who lived there. 

‘Despite all this,’ said Arachne, 

‘however much white or yellow I use, 

a garment is a garment is a garment. 

It never gives light.’ 

‘Oh, but it does give light, it does,’ 

declared the wood nymphs. 

They gruffly insisted on this. 

‘Who knows, perhaps you may be right,’ said Arachne. 

 

Arachne became rather too accustomed 

to all the Ohs and Ahs. 

A clever weaver she was,  

no doubt about it,  

but when a mountain nymph said: 

‘I’m sure you must have had lessons 

from mighty Minerva herself,’ 

Arachne made a grave mistake. 

She laughed arrogantly and said: 

‘The goddess Minerva must wish 

that she could weave as well as I. 

In all of Lydia, no one’s work is  

more beautiful than mine, nor outside Lydia, 

not even on the mountain of the gods, Olympus. 

Minerva could learn a great deal from me. 

If we had a weaving contest,  
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the fierce goddess and I, 

I would beat her. 

I am the champion, the star. 

I can weave better than Minerva herself!’ 

As if they had been struck, 

the bystanders cowered 

at these words. 

They knew the hot-tempered  

nature of the goddess Minerva. 

She would give short shrift 

to such a haughty girl. 

Settle accounts. 

That much was clear at least. 

‘Ssh. Do not speak so,  

take back those words,’ 

pleaded a mountain nymph. 

‘Say that you are sorry. 

Say clearly: noble goddess Minerva,  

I beg your pardon, 

forgive this downright nonsense 

that a man can be better than a god.’ 

A water nymph nodded and added: 

‘Sacrifice your most beautiful garment 

in the temple of Minerva. 

Burn it, so that the smoke 

will propitiate the goddess.’ 

 

As Arachne brushed aside this good advice, 

and with it that tiresome fly, 

a shabby little woman came to the open door. 

Her grey hair was lank, 
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her body and limbs stiff and rigid. 

Leaning heavily on a walking stick, 

she addressed Arachne: 

‘Take heed of this old woman 

(because wisdom comes with age). 

On earth you are the best weaver, 

but you are no match for Minerva. 

Stupid girl, beg Minerva 

on your bended knees 

to forgive you. 

And if you really mean it,  

wherever the four winds blow, 

she will forgive you.’ 

But Arachne, full of herself, 

menaced the old woman with a look. 

‘You stupid old crone,’ she laughed, 

‘have you nothing better to do 

than lecture me? 

Wisdom comes with age? 

Hah! How often do not old people become  

like little children? Jabbering  

gibberish, dribbling porridge 

and fouling bed and trousers? 

How dare a toothless hag like you 

give me advice? 

Go home, old hag, and make your daughter’s 

life a misery instead. 

Everyone makes  

such a great fuss about Minerva, 

but where is the goddess anyway? 

Why does she not come in person?  
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Or does she not dare to 

accept my challenge?’ 

‘Indeed she does. 

And she is already here,’ 

said the old woman in a mighty voice. 

Her body gew tall and straight. 

Her rags changed 

into a royal robe. 

The wrinkles faded from her face. 

It looked now as smooth as marble. 

And hard as marble too was her gaze at Arachne. 

The name of the goddess hummed like a charm  

through the workshop: 

‘minervaminervaminerva.’ 

‘Now the fat’s in the fire,’ 

said a mountain nymph, and she ducked 

beneath the table. 

 

Yet still Arachne would not 

concede that one cannot 

win against a goddess. 

She turned red and pale in turn 

but said: ‘The wager stands! 

We shall have a weaving contest. 

Who will make ready an extra loom 

for our honoured guest?’ 

Three nymphs rushed forward. 

With much effort they dragged 

a second loom to its place 

right opposite that of Arachne. 

‘Your final chance,’ Minerva tried once more, 
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‘to express your regret, 

to admit that gods are better 

than men.’ 

‘Mightier perhaps,’ said Arachne, 

‘but just as stupid for all that. 

I know many stories about 

jealous and infatuated gods, 

vengeful and vicious gods. 

Just like people, the gods  

are sometimes stupid and deceitful. 

I know how to do it well: 

I shall show it in my garment.’ 

‘Then do what you cannot do,’ 

the goddess snapped. 

‘And I in my turn will show 

the true worth of men.’ 

 

The contest between goddess and human being 

took fire. The people watched  

in a silent circle. 

And even though it was the middle of the day,  

no bird warbled outside,  

no butterfly dared venture through the window, 

the fly sat motionless on the wall. 

 

All that she knew of weaving 

Arachne applied, skilfully 

stretching the threads tightly 

and then with a pointed pine needle 

working the weft threads 

into place. 
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Minerva did the same. 

Just like Arachne, she had 

her skirts tucked up to her knees, 

because legs and hands work together 

during weaving. 

‘Ke-dang pang-ke-dang,’ 

sang the wooden looms 

in an ancient rhythm. 

Together, against each other, 

on top of the other: ‘Pang-ke-dang.’ 

The cloths grew under their hands. 

Each so light and fine 

like hair from new-born lambs 

and so soft . . . 

soft as clouds of wool. 

That day Arachne surpassed herself. 

She wove olive branches, bunches of grapes,  

grass in a hundred and one shades of green, 

a griffin with breath of fire, 

unicorns, lions and dolphins 

and a grey creature 

with a small tail behind 

and a long tail at the front, 

that no one recognised. 

And that was only the border. 

In the centre of the cloth 

she wove figures of golden thread. 

She was determined to show Minerva 

that gods do have strange qualities. 

And so she depicted two stories 

in a medley of 
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   green 

  blue  yellow 

 indigo    orange 

violet       red 

 

On the left she wove Apollo the sun god 

in threads of silver and gold. 

For the fair locks of the god 

she pulled hair from her own head. 

She showed Apollo sitting 

in the shade of an ilex. 

When he heard the flapping of wings above him, 

Apollo looked up. 

Who was that flying towards him? 

Could it be Cupid? 

God of love, little horror, and 

son of his sister Venus? 

Right above his uncle’s head 

Cupid went into a dive. 

He landed with a thud 

on a branch of the tree. 

‘Good morning,’ the little chap said, 

taking an arrow from his quiver. 

He drew his bow and aimed at a shepherd 

who was wandering in the valley 

amid a flock of sheep. 

‘What have we here, you little rascal,’ 

said Apollo. ‘Are you planning 

to bring down that shepherd?’ 

‘Uncle, you know very well that 

I only use arrows of love,’ 
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smiled Cupid, pulling 

the string taut once more. 

‘I’m aiming at his heart. 

He won’t feel a thing 

but will fall immediately in love  

with a spinster in the village. 

This morning I caught her 

with a golden arrow.’ 

‘Calm down, or in a minute you’ll tumble 

from that branch’ laughed Apollo. 

‘What a sight you look; that bow 

is bigger than the marksman himself. 

Your bow would better suit 

a soldier, a strong fellow like myself 

(did you hear that I recently 

had to shoot a giant snake?). 

Such a bow is hardly fit  

for an apple-cheeked imp  

in nappies. Come to think of it,  

does your mother know about 

your dangerous weapons?’ 

 

Cupid flew up into the air, 

because from there he could 

look down on Apollo, and said: 

‘I may not be very big, 

or a warrior like you,  

I may not have a dense forest of hair 

decorated with oak-leaves,  

I may not be able to play the lyre 

and kill monsters . . . 
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(I stay well clear of them, 

I can’t even stand spiders) 

BUT 

I am the ruler of love 

in that I am master of everyone, 

including you!’ 

 

Apollo made fun of Cupid 

and thought of even more nasty names like: 

half-pint 

small fry 

tot 

brat 

twerp  

nipper 

hobbledehoy 

whippersnapper. 

‘Well, uncle dear, I can tell 

that you have not yet sampled 

the taste of love,’ said Cupid. 

‘Love is often sugar sweet 

but it can also be as bitter as gall.’ 

He flew up into the air. 

To teach Apollo a lesson 

he took out two arrows. 

The first, with the golden tip that 

aroused the flames of love, 

he shot straight into Apollo’s heart. 

‘Was that a demonstration 

of your power?’ Apollo laughed. 

‘I didn’t feel a thing, laddie.’ 
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‘Just you wait,’ answered Cupid. 

‘I’m not quite finished yet. 

The best is yet to come.’ 

 

As fast as his little wings could carry him,  

he flew to a clearing in the wood. 

In a clear pond 

a nymph was paddling. 

Her hair was a green mop, 

full of twigs, little plants  

and even an abandoned bird’s nest. 

It was a pity that this Daphne 

(for that was her name) 

did not wash a little more often, 

because she was surprisingly comely 

and shapely of body and limb. 

 

Cupid had chosen Daphne for Apollo.  

He shot a second arrow. 

This one was of lead with a blunt tip 

that dampened all passion. 

He did not miss this time either. 

He took aim . . . 

Bull’s eye! 

The arrow found its mark 

between Daphne’s ribs. 

 

Cupid had played a nasty trick, 

because Daphne was not just anybody. 

She was a tomboy, who couldn’t 

care less about men. 
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What’s more, she felt sick 

at the very thought of marriage. 

She spent nearly every day in the woods,  

barefoot, hunting with a spear, 

searching for coloured butterflies 

and the honey of wild bees. 

With her cheek against the bark, 

she spoke to the trees. 

Often she didn’t come home at night 

but slept in a cave or on a treetop, 

even though this drove her father,  

Peneius the river god, mad with worry. 

Sometimes she looked more like a 

farm boy than a young woman. 

When her old father pleaded: 

‘At least wear a nice tunic, child,  

put your hair up prettily 

and give me a son-in-law,’ 

when her father said: 

‘Give me grandsons at least, girl,’ 

she embraced him 

and with her cheek against his,  

she wheedled: ‘Oh, father dear, 

the moment you married mama 

the last nice man was taken. 

Besides, you tied the knot with mama 

but I shall have to find a perfect stranger! 

Let me at least live in peace 

in the woods and open fields. 

Walls always seem to bear down on me. 

And as for sharing a house 
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with a strange man . . . 

What need have I for a man?  

A gasbag who all day long  

yells for food, 

who belches and passes wind, 

who expects me 

to bake bread and cut wood and weave clothes and sweep floors and laugh 

at his stupid jokes and milk the goat and pick olives and press grapes 

and grow children in my own belly. 

Oh, dear father, do not force me into slave labour.’ 

‘I can never refuse you anything,’ 

said her father and let the subject drop, 

for a while at least. 

And so it is safe to say that Daphne 

was not in search of a suitor. 

But thanks to that blunt arrow from Cupid’s bow, 

her heart became harder than granite. 

Meanwhile Apollo, thanks to the prick from the golden arrow, 

fell madly in love with her 

from the very first moment 

that he saw her. 

Or perhaps even sooner, 

before he saw her, 

because Cupid’s power is great indeed. 

 

 

Apollo walked towards Daphne. Daphne shrank back. 

Apollo saw the light Daphne saw his 

in her eyes, hungry gaze, 

her full lips, his wet mouth, 

her slender legs. his eager hands. 
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Apollo thought: Daphne thought: 

what a dream, what a horror, 

a sweetie, a creep, 

what a little darling. what a disgusting specimen. 

 

Apollo said: Daphne said: 

come here, girl, get away from me, man, 

tell me your name, I am Daphne, 

don’t be afraid, who fears neither 

I will not harm you, the lion nor the wolf, 

come on, and you’ll get a stay where you are, or you’ll get 

cuddle and a kiss, a thick ear, 

and he sprang forward. and she went away. 

 

 

‘But I’m a god!’ 

Apollo persisted. 

‘Not just any old clumsy farmer. 

Don’t you recognise me? 

I can give you everything. 

If you will be my love, 

I will clothe you 

In the light of the sun. 

You will stay young forever, like me. 

You will drink nectar 

on the top of Mount Olympus 

in the company of gods.’ 

 

‘I’m not interested! 

I’d rather seek 
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the company of girl friends 

or talk to a lotus tree,’ 

said Daphne. ‘You don’t even know me. 

You’ve fallen for my looks. 

Are a straight nose, 

long hair and a good skin enough 

to infatuate you so? 

As to who I am and what I think 

you haven’t a shred of interest. 

If I was cross-eyed, 

with warts on my nose,  

you’d run away so fast.’ 

Then she vanished 

among thick thorn bushes. 

 

 ‘Wait!’ called Apollo. 

‘I would like to talk to you a while, 

Tell me what you think. 

And oh, just one little wart . . .’  

So saying, he set out 

in pursuit of her. 

His love for Daphne 

burned so fiercely within him 

that it hurt, 

more painfully than the thorns 

that scratched his calves. 

He could no longer think, 

so full was he of his single purpose:  

to catch Daphne, to have and hold her. 

And if he must talk first, 

in order to get her, 



 
 

 19 

well, then, so be it. 

 

They ran through the wood, 

through fields, close by the river 

where Daphne’s father lived. 

 

one driven the other driven 

by the gold by the lead 

 

one as hunter the other as prey 

 

one full of longing the other full of fear 

 

 day and night 

 

 fire and water 

 

 yes and never in a million years! 

 

Like a hare who knows that the greyhound 

is close behind, so Daphne 

shot through the bushes 

beside the bank of the river. 

Breathing ever more heavily,  

pale as death from fatigue. 

When her dress was caught 

on a branch, she knew that 

the battle was lost. 

She had no more breath 

to pull herself free. 

Without turning, she felt 
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Apollo coming closer. 

‘Father, help me please!’ 

she cried to the river 

with a final burst of strength. 

 

Her voice died away. 

‘Free me from this body! 

I curse this beauty 

that has given me only misery. 

Help me! Give me pimples  

or a hump, it doesn’t matter which,  

but take my beauty away!’  

 

‘I can never refuse you anything,’ 

splashed the billows of the river. 

And right away a stiffness 

spread throughout her body. 

Her breasts and belly 

were overgrown with solid bark. 

Her arms became branches. 

Her fair hair fanned upwards,  

hardened and sprouted 

masses of green leaves. 

(The bird’s nest looked splendid now.) 

Her feet took root in the soft ground. 

Daphne became a laurel tree. 

 

Whimpering, Apollo ran his fingers 

over the hard trunk. 

‘Why?’ he asked himself. 

‘I only wanted to love you.’ 
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He pressed his ear to the tree 

and thought that he could still hear 

the beating of Daphne’s heart. 

He kissed the wood until 

he got splinters in his lips, 

and time and time again flung 

his arms around the tree. 

‘You did not want to be my love,’ 

said Apollo, ‘but you can still  

be my tree. I shall 

weave wreaths with your leaves 

and wear them on my head 

in your honour. 

My lyre and quiver I shall 

decorate with your greenery - 

what’s more, you will stay green 

all the year round – 

and everyone will know that you 

are my beloved tree.’ 

The top of the tree moved gently. 

Apollo told himself 

that this wasn’t because the wind was blowing  

but because Daphne was at last 

saying ‘Yes’ to him. 

Then he sank down beside the tree 

and cried bitter tears. 

 

‘What a lot of fuss about nothing,’ said Cupid, 

pausing above Apollo, 

just out of reach. 

His cheeks still wet, the sun god 
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jumped to his feet and snarled: 

‘Come here if you dare, you pain in the neck, 

and I’ll burn your arrows. 

Or better still, 

I’ll cut off your wings.’ 

‘I can tell that you  

have the taste of love on your lips,  

uncle dear!’ Cupid giggled. 

‘Good luck and goodbye!’ 

And he fluttered away once more, 

to bring good fortune or undoing to others. 

He danced a pirouette in the air, 

then made a nose-dive and looped-the-loop. 

Just to tease. 

 

‘On the right-hand side, Arachne wove . . .’ 

‘Hang on!’ said the boy. ‘What made Arachne choose that story about 

Apollo and Daphne?’ 

‘Don’t you understand? To show how vulnerable a god can be,’ Cornix an-

swered. ‘Apollo may be powerful but he was made to look ridiculous, thanks to 

his calf love for Daphne.’ 

‘He was young when all that happened,’ said the shepherd boy. ‘That’s what 

I think, anyway. Besides, you exaggerate terribly. You made half of it up. Apollo 

never sat against a tree, howling like a child.’ 

‘And how do you know that, shepherd-boy-with-the-dusty-toes?’ asked 

Cornix. ‘At least I was on Mount Olympus once. I met the gods.’ 

‘Apollo too?’ the boy wanted to know. 

‘Well – er – um - I just saw him from a distance,’ Cornix answered, and she 

whispered: ‘He’s a lot smaller than they say and, to be perfectly honest, not nearly 

as strong as the stories would have you believe. A bit of a pansy, if you ask me.’ 

‘Are you calling the sun god a pansy? You’d better look out,’ the shepherd 
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boy whispered back. ‘He might hear you. I’ve already warned you that he’s often 

in his shrine near here.’ 

‘Well, that’s how I’ve always seen him,’ said Cornix arrogantly. ‘Hey, do 

you like figs? There are some lovely ripe ones up there in the tree. If I loosen 

them, will you catch them?’ 

Good idea, thought the shepherd boy. He caught the figs that Cornix nipped 

from the branch with her beak, all six of them. They were bursting open, so ripe 

were they. The boy scarcely needed to pinch them before the sweet flesh of the 

fruit appeared. He sucked the yellow-red threads from the dark rind. He peeled 

the second fig for the crow. The third he took for himself again. They each ate a 

fig in turn until the supply was finished. 

By then they were once more being carried along towards the oracle in the 

great stream of pilgrims. 

They shuffled past a wall that was hung with clay tablets. As far as the eye 

could see, there hung images of feet, hands, arms and legs, noses, eyes, ears, 

enough to make up a hundred bodies. 

‘What a strange wall,’ said Cornix, her head to one side. 

‘Gifts from grateful people,’ the boy informed her. ‘Apollo is also the god 

of medicine. People with an illness come here to ask to get better. When this 

happens, they return to thank Apollo. If someone has been cured of a sore leg, he 

comes back a second time to hang a clay leg on the wall. Someone who has 

recovered from an eye complaint leaves behind a tablet with an eye on it. Do you 

understand?’  

Cornix nodded. ‘As a healer, Apollo clearly knows his job.’ 

The shepherd boy smiled and moved on a few steps. ‘What happened next 

with that garment of Arachne’s?’ he asked. ‘Tell me some more, you chatterbox 

crow.’ 

‘I may as well, seeing as you’re here,’ said the crow. ‘But stop calling me 

stupid names, shepherd-boy-with-fluff-on-his-chin.’ 


