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​Chapter 1
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​The Patient God 

I AM NOT GOING TO OPEN this account with a birth, or a trick, or a fire. I've read enough of my own family's stories by now to know that's the expected shape — something dramatic in the first paragraph, a wound announced before the reader's had time to sit down. I'd rather start with a field, because that's actually where I started, and because I think the field explains everything that comes after it better than any single dramatic sentence could.

I am aware, going in, that this makes me a strange narrator to be handed a book. My brothers and sisters mostly arrive already interesting — thunder, or the sea, or the specific glamour of being impossible to look away from. I arrive with dirt under my fingernails and an entire philosophy of existence built around the fact that nothing worth having actually happens quickly. I have decided not to apologize for that, here at the start, the same way I have never apologized for it at any other point in my existence. If you want lightning, there are considerably more dramatic gods in this family to read about first. I will still be here, growing something, whenever you're ready to come back.

***
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I TAUGHT MORTALS TO grow food before I did anything else worth telling you about. Not by handing them a finished harvest, the way some gods might have preferred to make the gesture — I taught them the actual work, which took far longer and looked far less impressive than a miracle.

I found a man named Triptolemus first, a farmer's son in Eleusis, competent enough with the tools he already had and hungry for something he didn't yet know existed. I sat with him for a full season, and the actual instruction is worth describing, because I think most accounts of gods teaching mortals skip straight to the gift and never linger on the actual work.

"You're just going to watch me do it wrong the first few times," he said, the first week, frustrated with a row of seed he'd planted too shallow.

"I'm going to watch you do it wrong as many times as it takes. That's not a punishment. That's simply how long it takes."

"Most gods I've heard of would just fix it for me."

"Most gods haven't spent as much time with dirt as I have. Fixing it for you would mean you'd have a good harvest once, this year, and no idea how to get another one next year without me standing over your shoulder again. I'd rather you actually understand what the seed wants." I meant this plainly, and he looked at me the way people look at an explanation they weren't expecting and aren't sure yet whether to trust.

He got it wrong four more times that season. I did not once do it for him. By the following year, he was teaching his neighbors, and by the year after that, farmers three valleys over had heard of the method without ever meeting me at all. That is the actual shape of the gift I give. It is slow, and it repeats itself, and it does not announce itself with lightning.

***
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GRAIN DOES NOT REWARD urgency. You cannot argue with a seed, or frighten it into growing faster, or punish it into blooming out of season. You plant, and you wait, and the waiting is not a delay before the actual work — the waiting is the work.

Zeus visited my fields once, early in my existence, restless in the way he gets restless when he's decided a problem should already be solved.

"You could simply will the whole harvest into being," he told me, watching Triptolemus work a row by hand. "Save the man the effort."

"I could. I'm not going to. He'll have a harvest either way, this season. He'll only have the ability to grow the next one himself if I let him actually learn it." He solves problems by ending them. I solve problems by teaching someone else how to keep solving them after I've left. He did not argue further, that day, though I don't think he agreed either. He simply watched a while longer, restless, clearly waiting for the actual miracle to start, and eventually found somewhere else to be once it became clear the miracle was simply going to be a man on his knees in a field, same as yesterday.

I did not mind his leaving. I have never needed my family to understand the shape of my patience in order to keep practicing it.

***
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PERSEPHONE WAS BORN into that patience, and nothing about her arrival matched the rhythm I'd otherwise built my whole existence around.

I had not expected the immediate violence of loving something this much, this fast. I had watched entire harvests take a full year to become worth anything. Persephone became the single most important fact of my existence within the first few minutes of holding her, before she'd done anything at all to earn it — before she could even open her eyes properly, before she'd made a single sound I could point to and say, there, that's why. I remember the specific weight of her, lighter than I'd expected, and the way my own hands, more accustomed to soil and grain than to anything this fragile, had to relearn an entirely different kind of carefulness in the space of a single afternoon. I simply held her, and understood, with the same plain certainty I usually reserve for weather and seasons, that everything about how I'd built my existence up to that point had just acquired a second, far less patient center.

I did not sleep, that first night, though I want to be honest that sleep was never really the concern. I simply did not want to stop looking at her long enough to need it.

"You look surprised," Hecate told me, visiting not long after, the same dry, unhurried warmth I'd come to rely on from her over years of friendship.

"I'd have thought nothing surprised you anymore, given how long you've spent watching things grow."

"I've watched a great many things grow. I don't think I've ever watched anything arrive already finished the way she seems to have."

"She's an infant. She's not finished. She's simply loud about wanting things immediately, which is quite different from your usual method." Hecate said this with the fondness she reserved for teasing me about the one part of my existence that didn't run on schedules. "You'll learn to enjoy the urgency. I suspect it'll be good for you, actually, having something in your life that doesn't wait for the right season."

"You say that like you're certain."

"I'm not certain of much. I've simply noticed that the things worth having rarely arrive on anyone's convenient timeline, and I don't see why a daughter should be the exception to a rule you've built your entire existence around respecting." She said this lightly, though I understood, even then, that Hecate rarely offered an observation this plainly without having turned it over privately first.

"You make it sound as though I've already gotten something wrong."

"I don't think you have. I think you're about to discover that loving something on its own timeline and loving something that arrived without waiting for one are two entirely different skills, and I don't think you've had much practice at the second." She held Persephone for a moment, the specific, easy confidence of someone who had held a great many infants before and found nothing in the activity to be nervous about. "You'll manage. You manage everything eventually. I'm simply telling you it might not feel like managing, for a while."

"That's not especially reassuring."

"I never said I was in the reassurance business. I'm in the honesty business. I find the two rarely overlap as much as people would like them to." She handed Persephone back to me, and I remember the specific weight of her again, settling against me the way she'd settle, over years, into every part of my existence that had once run entirely on schedules.

***
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SHE WAS CURIOUS IN a way that unsettled me slightly, even then, though I could not have told you why at the time. Most children I'd watched grow up in the mortal households near my own fields wanted to know about the visible things — the crops, the animals, the weather. Persephone wanted to know what was underneath the visible things. She'd crouch at the edge of a field for an hour, not looking at the wheat itself but at the dark line where the roots disappeared into soil she couldn't see into, as though the actual interesting part of growing was the part that stayed hidden.

I want to describe one particular incident from those years first, though, because I think it says as much about her as anything darker eventually will, and I don't want this account to forget that she was, before anything else, simply a funny, stubborn child.

She decided, around the age most mortal children decide such things, that she was old enough to help with the actual harvest, and I want to be honest that her help mostly consisted of pulling up plants that weren't ready, on the theory that she could simply tell, by looking, which ones were secretly finished early.

"This one's ready," she announced, holding up a stalk of wheat so green it was practically embarrassed to be uprooted.

"That one has considerable growing left to do."

"It doesn't look like it has growing left to do. It looks exactly like the other ones."

"It looks like the other ones because they're all at the same stage. That doesn't mean the stage is finished." I remember crouching down beside her, showing her the actual color at the base of the stalk, the give of the grain when you press it between two fingers, patient in a way I suspect she found more tedious than she let on.

"How do you know all this?"

"The same way you'll know it, eventually. By being wrong about it a great many times first." She looked personally offended by this, the way only a small child insisting she is already an expert can look genuinely offended by the suggestion that expertise takes time. She pulled up four more plants before the afternoon was over, each with the same complete confidence, each one wrong in exactly the same way. I did not stop her. I want that on the record, because I think it's the first time I recognized, without yet having language for it, the same instinct in her that I'd have recognized instantly in a farmer twice her age — she wanted to understand things by testing them directly, not by being told, and I decided, even watching her ruin a small corner of a perfectly good row, that this instinct was worth more than the plants it cost me.

She refused to stop for supper that evening, insisting she still had one more plant left to test, and I remember watching her work through the same stubborn method a fifth time, entirely undeterred by four consecutive failures, until she finally pulled one that had, by pure accident, actually been ready. She held it up in triumph, entirely unbothered by the four wrong guesses that had preceded it, and I understood, watching her celebrate the single correct pull as though it retroactively justified the whole method, that this too was simply who she already was — someone who measured her own competence by the successes rather than the failures, regardless of how the ratio between them actually stood.

***
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I REMEMBER ONE PARTICULAR summer, when she'd found a shallow cave mouth at the edge of one of my own fields, and spent an entire afternoon simply sitting at its entrance, watching the dark without going in.

"You could go further," I told her, more curious than concerned, at the time. "I don't think there's anything in there worth being afraid of."

"I'm not afraid. I like it right here, where I can still see the light behind me and the dark in front of me at the same time." She said this with the satisfaction of a child who has found exactly the spot she wanted, rather than one she'd settled for. "Everyone else likes the field because it's all one thing. I like this because it's two things at once."

I did not think much of this at the time, beyond a passing, fond bewilderment at a child who preferred the threshold to either room it connected. I think of it constantly now.

I mistook her curiosity for a phase, the way most parents mistake the interests of early childhood for something a person will eventually grow past rather than grow into. I did not understand, watching her sit at that cave mouth, that staying out of the way and paying close attention are not actually the same discipline, and that I had let myself get very good at the first one without ever quite mastering the second.
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​Chapter 2
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​The Girl Who Liked the Edges

I WANT TO TELL YOU about one particular afternoon in the meadow, because I think it holds more of what you need to understand about Persephone and me than any general account of those years could manage on its own.

***
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IT WAS LATE IN THE season, the stretch of afternoon light that comes right before a harvest, when the whole world seems to be holding its breath for a few more days before everything comes due at once. I'd meant to stay in my own fields that day, finishing the last of the actual work before the weather turned, and I remember the particular pull of the meadow winning out anyway, the way it always did whenever I let myself admit how much I preferred her company to my own solitary labor.

I found her already there when I arrived, at the border where my own cultivated field gave way to the wilder growth she preferred — narcissus, mostly, and a scattering of other things that came up on their own each year regardless of anyone's tending. Cyane was with her, working her fingers through a half-finished wreath with the concentration of someone who takes a small task seriously because the person it's for matters to her. Electra was nearby, narrating a story about nothing in particular to no one who'd asked for it, the way she generally filled a silence before anyone else got the chance to.

"You're just in time to be terrible at this," Persephone told me, holding up a second half-finished wreath and handing it over before I'd even sat down properly.

"I don't see the practical use of a wreath that falls apart in ten minutes."

"It's not supposed to be practical. That's rather the entire point."

"I've noticed most things you enjoy share that particular quality."

"I've noticed most things you enjoy require an entire season before they're allowed to matter. I think between the two of us, we've got the whole range of what's worth doing actually covered." She said this with the satisfaction of someone who has just won an argument neither party had actually agreed to have, and handed me the wreath before I could object further.

***
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WHAT I ACTUALLY DID with that wreath is worth describing, because I think the specifics matter more than the general fact of my failing at it.

I piled the stems the way I'd stack grain, expecting the same logic to hold, and watched the whole thing collapse the moment I lifted it. Electra found this far more entertaining than I did.

"You're not even trying to weave it," she said, delighted, abandoning her own half-told story entirely in favor of my failure. "You're just piling them and hoping. I've watched you cultivate an entire field with more patience than you're currently giving four flowers."

"A field rewards patience. This doesn't seem to reward anything."

"It rewards the afternoon. That's all it's for." Cyane said this quietly, not looking up from her own work, and reached over without asking and began fixing mine — not taking it from me, simply working alongside my clumsy version until it held together properly. She did this the way she did most things, without comment, without waiting to be thanked for it.

"Don't fix it for her," Persephone said, and I remember the firmness in it, mild but real. "Let her be bad at it a while longer. I want to watch."

Cyane withdrew her hands immediately, without argument, and I understood, watching the two of them, that this was simply how the household worked — Persephone's word carried a weight even her closest friend didn't question, offered gently enough that it never felt like an order.

I tried a second time, and produced something marginally worse than the first attempt, which Electra greeted with delighted disbelief of someone who hadn't actually believed improvement was possible in either direction.

"How does it get worse? You've had two tries now to learn from the first mistake."

"I'm not making the same mistake. I'm making an entirely new one each time. I'd think that showed a certain range."

"I don't think range is the compliment you're hoping it is, in this particular case." Persephone laughed at that, properly, and I remember the pleasure of having made her laugh with something that wasn't even meant as a joke, simply an honest defense of my own incompetence.

***
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I TRIED AGAIN, BADLY, and Persephone watched with the delight of someone who has been waiting her whole existence for the chance to see her mother fail at something ordinary.

"You've spent your whole existence making things that need to last a full season," she told me, laughing. "I don't think you know what to do with something that's only supposed to last an afternoon."

"That seems like a waste of good flowers."

"It's not a waste if the afternoon was good. Not everything has to survive the winter to have been worth making." She said this lightly, teasing, already reaching to fix my wreath herself now that she'd made her point about letting me struggle with it. Her hands moved through the stems with an ease I hadn't managed once, and I remember watching her fix in a few seconds what I hadn't been able to hold together after four attempts, and feeling something that wasn't quite embarrassment and wasn't quite pride, sitting somewhere uncomfortably between the two.

"Where did you learn to do that so quickly?"

"Cyane taught me, mostly. Years ago now. I was terrible at it too, if that helps."

"It doesn't, particularly, given how long ago that apparently was."

"Give yourself the years, then. I'm not in any hurry." She said this simply, without any particular weight attached to it, though I have thought since about how strange a thing it was for either of us to say, given everything that was about to make the promise of more years together far less certain than either of us understood it to be.

"You could just let me watch you do it properly instead," I said. "Might save us both the afternoon."

"I could. I'd rather you actually tried, even badly, than simply admired me doing it well. You let me exist the way you let weather happen. I'd rather you joined me in something, just once, instead of only ever permitting it from a slight distance."

Electra, who had been listening rather than telling her own story for once, let out a low whistle at that, entirely unhelpful to either of us. "I don't think I've ever heard anyone talk to their mother like that."

"She's not just anyone's mother," Persephone said, not looking away from me. "I'm allowed to ask her for more than most people get to ask theirs."

"I didn't say you weren't allowed. I said I'd never heard it." Electra returned to her own wreath, apparently satisfied with having made her observation, and I understood, in the small silence that followed, that Persephone's request had cost her something to say plainly, in front of an audience, rather than simply carrying the thought privately the way I so often carried mine.

I did not have an easy answer for that, and I did not find one before the moment had already passed and the conversation had moved somewhere else. I held the finished wreath she'd made for the rest of the afternoon anyway, and I want it on the record that I did enjoy it, more than I let her see
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