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Prologue: Three Ways of Knowing

Tiresias:

I will tell you what it is to know everything.

It is not power. The living imagine it as power — the seer on his hillside, the prophet in his smoke, the blind man whose blindness is compensated by some deeper sight. They imagine knowledge as a kind of wealth, accumulated, stored, available for use. They imagine that knowing the future makes you larger than the people who don't.

It makes you smaller.

It makes you the size of what you know, which is the size of everything, which is too large for a single body to carry without cost. I have been carrying it since before Oedipus was born, since before his father exposed him on the hillside, since before the oracle opened her mouth and made the future into a sentence. I knew what the sentence was. I knew what it would do. I knew the exact shape of the catastrophe that was coming — not as prediction, not as warning, but as simple fact, the way you know the weight of a stone before you lift it.

I said it.

I said it clearly, in the plainest words available, to the man most required to hear it.

He called me a liar.

This is what I want you to understand before the story begins: I was not wrong. I was not misunderstood. I was not speaking in riddles that required interpretation, not offering ambiguous symbols that could be read multiple ways. I told Oedipus the truth directly and he looked at me — at my blind face, my old body, my useless eyes — and he decided that what I was saying could not be true because it was too terrible to be true, and he sent me away.

I went.

What else do you do? You cannot force a man to receive what he is not ready to receive. You can only say the true thing and then stand aside and watch it become true, which I have done more times than I will count here, in the long history of oracles and kings and the specific human genius for looking directly at the thing they most need to see and finding, in it, only their own reflection.

My name is Tiresias.

I have been blind since I was young — struck by the gods for a transgression that was not mine, or was mine depending on which version of the story serves whoever is telling it. It does not matter. The blindness is not the point. What the blindness gave me is the point: the absence of the visible world forced the other kind of seeing to develop, the way a river forced underground finds another path. I see what is coming. I have always seen what is coming.

What is coming has never once been stopped by my seeing it.

This is my part of the story.

I am not the hero. I am not the one who suffers most or loves most or falls furthest. I am the one who knew. And knowing, in a story like this one, is its own particular kind of suffering — the suffering of the witness who cannot intervene, who can only speak and be disbelieved and watch, and watch, and watch.

Jocasta:

I want to tell you about the moment I knew.

Not the final moment — not the end, not the scene the poets record, not the rope and the room and the thing that came after. That moment everyone knows. I mean the earlier moment, the quieter one, the one that happened in the middle of an ordinary afternoon when Oedipus was telling me about a man he had killed at a crossroads years before he came to Thebes, and something moved in me that I can only describe as a door closing.

I had heard this story before.

Not from Oedipus. From Laius, years earlier, the night he came home from a journey looking the way men look when they have done something they are not sure about — not guilt exactly, not remorse, more the unsettled quality of a man who has been in a situation that required a decision and isn't certain the decision was right. He had killed a man at a crossroads, he said. A young man. Insolent. Who wouldn't move aside.

I had not thought of it again for years.

And then Oedipus sat across from me — my husband, my king, the man I had come to love in the specific, complicated way that you love someone who arrived in your life as a solution to an emergency and became, against all expectation, genuinely necessary — and he described the crossroads, and the old man who wouldn't move, and the way it had ended, and something in me that was older and faster than thought said:

No.

Just that. A single word in the interior. No.

I did not show it. I have been a queen for a long time. Queens learn early that the face is a separate instrument from the self, that what you present and what you experience can be managed independently, that the court is always watching and the court cannot be given what it would misuse. I sat across from Oedipus and I listened and my face received his story with the measured attention I give everything, and inside me the door closed, and I said nothing.

I want to explain why.

Not to excuse myself — I am past excusing myself, I am in a place now where excuse is a word from another language, a language I used to speak and have since lost. But to explain, because the why of what I did is more complicated than the poets have made it, and complexity is owed to the truth even when the truth is ugly.

I said nothing because I was not certain.

This is true. I was not fully certain. The crossroads could have been any crossroads. The old man could have been any old man. The timing was — possible, but not impossible in other ways. I had been told, years before Oedipus, that my son by Laius would kill his father. The son had been given to a shepherd to expose. The shepherd had been instructed. The child was dead.

Or should have been.

And here is the other truth, the one beneath that truth: I did not want to be certain. There is a version of not-knowing that is chosen. Not ignorance but its deliberate cousin — the active maintenance of uncertainty, the refusal to ask the question whose answer you cannot survive. I had looked at the shape of what was possible and I had decided, in the quiet of that afternoon, that I would not complete the shape. That I would leave it unfinished. That some doors are better left with their hands untouched.

I was wrong about this.

I know I was wrong. I knew it then, underneath the decision, in the part of me that has always been more honest than the part of me that speaks. But knowing you are making the wrong choice and making it anyway — this is not weakness, or not only weakness. Sometimes it is the only available act of mercy. Sometimes the wrong choice is the last protection you can offer the person you love.

I offered it.

It was not enough.

My name is Jocasta.

I was a queen before I was a wife, a wife before I was a mother, a mother before I understood what that word would cost. I loved my husband. Both of them. I am not going to pretend otherwise, not here, not in this account which is the only place left where pretending would be an insult to what actually happened. I loved Laius, who was difficult and proud and sometimes cruel in the way that men are cruel when they are afraid, and I loved Oedipus, who was brilliant and relentless and incapable of leaving anything unexamined, and the love was not the same love but it was real both times.

This is my part of the story.

I am the one who knew and did not say.

Judge me as you will. You will find, if you are honest with yourself, that you have also stood in front of a door and decided not to open it. The difference between us is only the weight of what was on the other side.

Oedipus:

I am going to tell you this twice.

Once as the man I was before — the king, the solver, the one who looked at the sphinx and found in its impossible question nothing more than a problem waiting for the right mind. Once as the man I am after — the wanderer, the blind, the one who walks now with his daughter's
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