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makes them feel comfortable. In the face of public
rejection and failure, a man is usually the only one
who can save himself. That’s when I thought of
Phemius, the slave in Virgil’s “Aeneid.” Poor Phemius,
that former slave of Ascanius, is tortured and then
turned into a dragon by the Romans. Never one to
back down from a challenge, Phemius then challenges
Aeneas, who is tasked with slaying the dragon and
ending its reign. The Greek poet is so impressed with
his slave’s heroic courage that he wishes all the Trojan
women were as forthright as Phemius. After the
battle, Aeneas is rewarded for his courage by being
chosen to lead the Trojan survivors back to Greece,
and Phemius begins his new, free life as a citizen of an
empire. He becomes, in truth, a true Roman. I wonder
how many others who had been pawed and groped
and robbed by other men had a similar moment, when
they realized that not all abuse was beyond



redemption? When I was a child, I was told the
simplest and most universal thing in the world: that
men were not gods, and women were not sinless. Like
so many Christians, I never doubted it, but I’ve had my
fair share of regret. The thing is, I was taught that this
was true. It was not something I should question.
Since I started seeing my own experience reflected in
literature, I’ve started changing my thoughts about
other men’s behaviour. I’ve seen in literary fiction
many men who, in one way or another, are wounded,
or have been hurt. It’s not necessarily overt. It’s
embedded in some way in all of their actions, in the
way they perceive the world, or in their relationships
with women. I used to write plays, but I think
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