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“I am older than the stories about me.”
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I. THE ISLAND
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I am older than the stories about me. This is the first thing to understand, because the stories have a particular quality — the quality of things shaped by the people who received them, who needed them to be a certain kind of thing, and who arranged the details accordingly. The witch of Aeaea. The sorceress who turns men to pigs. The dangerous woman on the dangerous island who must be negotiated with, survived, escaped from. These are the shapes the stories give me. I am older than the shapes.

My father is Helios, the sun. My mother is Perse, an Oceanid, the daughter of the ocean that wraps the world. I was born in the palace of the sun, which exists at the edge of the world in the direction the sun comes from, in the light that has the quality of the original light — the light before it has traveled through the world's air and been changed by the traveling. My earliest memories are of this light, which is the most accurate and the most painful light, the light that shows everything without the softening that distance and atmosphere provide.

I understood from very early that I was different from my siblings. Aeëtes had the quality of the sovereign — the absolute quality of someone who was born to govern and who organized the world around the fact of the governing. Pasiphae had the quality of the beautiful and the wanting — the quality that turns toward what it desires with the full force of the desiring, without the modulation that prudence provides. I had neither of these qualities. I had the quality of the attention, the quality that watches rather than governs or desires, that receives the world rather than acting on it or wanting it.

The attention was the beginning of the craft. The craft did not arrive as a gift or as a teaching; it arrived as the natural development of the attention — the person who watches long enough and carefully enough eventually begins to see the structure underneath the surface, the mechanism beneath the appearance, the way the world actually works rather than the way it presents itself. I watched. I saw the structure. I began to work with the structure.

The herbs first. This is where the craft begins for everyone who has the craft — in the plants, in the specific properties of the specific plants, in the patience of the learning that the plants require. My mother's family — the Oceanids, the daughters of the ocean — had a tradition of this knowledge, and the tradition was available to me through the relationship to the tradition rather than through direct instruction. I absorbed what was available to absorb and I extended what I absorbed through the watching and the practice.

The practice takes the time it takes. I have had more time than most practitioners. The island of Aeaea has been my home for longer than the mortal world has been the mortal world in its current form, and the practice across that time has reached the depth that only time and the sustained attention can reach. I know what I know in the way that the very old know things — not as the information that was acquired and is held in memory, but as the quality of the organism that has been shaped by long practice into the thing the practice produces.

Aeaea. The island that was given to me, or that I found, or that was mine in the way that certain places are yours — not by the mechanism of the gift or the purchase or the conquest, but by the recognition that runs in both directions, between the place and the person, the place knowing itself to be the right place for the person and the person knowing themselves to be the right person for the place. I arrived at Aeaea and I understood immediately that this was the arrangement — the island and I were matched in the way that the matched things are matched.

The island is at the edge of the world, in the direction of the dawn, at the intersection of the sea lanes that connect the Greek world to everything beyond it. Heroes come through this intersection. They always have. The sea brings them, the wrong wind or the right one, the oracle's instruction or the accident of the storm. They arrive at Aeaea and they find the smoke from my fires and they come to the house in the clearing and they receive what they receive.

What they receive depends on what they bring. This is the thing that the accounts of the dangerous woman on the dangerous island never say: that the transformation is not arbitrary, not the expression of cruelty or of power for its own sake, but the revelation of what was already there. The men who were turned to pigs were the men who arrived with the pig already present — the greed, the aggression, the reduction of the world to what it could provide to them. I did not put the pig in them. I showed them what was there.

This is the craft at its most precise: the revelation of the actual nature of the thing. The plants and the preparations do not create; they reveal. The thing that was hidden becomes visible. The thing that was managed into a presentable form becomes, in the presence of the preparation, the form it actually has underneath the management. Some people become more beautiful. Some become what the pig reveals. The revealing is not my judgment of them. It is the world's honest assessment.

Odysseus came. He is the one the accounts organize around, the one whose visit has been rendered and re-rendered by the people who needed his story to be the kind of story they needed. He came with his men, and his men became what they became, and he negotiated with me in the way that he always negotiated — with the intelligence and the charm and the specific quality of the person who has survived everything by being the most resourceful person in the room.

I gave him what he asked for. I gave him more than he asked for, because more than he asked for was what the situation required and what I had to give. The year on Aeaea. The restoration of his men. The directions for the underworld passage. The knowledge of the route home, which I had because I have the knowledge of every route, because routes are what passes through the island and the island holds what passes through it.

He left. They always leave. This is the specific quality of my position on Aeaea: the island is the place people pass through on the way to where they are going, and the passing through is the relationship, and the leaving is the condition of the relationship. I have been left so many times that the leaving has ceased to have the particular quality that leaving has when it is new — the sharp edge of the specific departure, the specific person going. It has become the form of things. People come. People go. The island remains.

The remaining is the thing I have that the heroes do not have. They are built for the motion, for the quest and the journey and the return. I am built for the remaining, for the island and its fires and the circle of the herbs and the watching of what passes through. The built-for-remaining and the built-for-motion are both forms of the divine expression. Mine is less celebrated. It is also more durable.

I was here before the heroes and I will be here after the last one passes through. The sun is my father and the ocean is my mother's father and the island is mine and the craft is in my hands and the craft does not age the way mortal things age and the island does not age the way mortal things age and I do not age the way mortal things age.

I am older than the stories about me. I am older than most of the things the stories are about.

This is the beginning of the account.

— ◆ —

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

II. THE PALACE OF THE SUN
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The palace of the sun is not a place I return to, by my own choice and by the arrangement of things. My father is the sun, which means my father is the thing that moves through the sky in the daily arc, the thing that burns everything it touches without knowing it is burning and without caring and without the specific relationship to any particular thing that the word care implies. He gave me what he gave me — the divine descent, the specific capacity of the divine line — and he went on being the sun, which is the only thing he is capable of being.

My mother's family I know better, in the sense of knowing that admits the personal. The Oceanids are the daughters of the ocean and they have the ocean's quality — the vast, the encompassing, the quality of the thing that is present everywhere beneath the surface of things. Perse had this quality in the specific form that mothers who are Oceanids have it: the all-surrounding attention that provides what is needed before the need is named, that is present in the way that the ocean is present — without drama, without the expectation of acknowledgment.

She taught me the ocean's knowledge, which is different from the solar knowledge that my father carried and that I also carry. The solar knowledge is the knowledge of the clear, the direct, the burning illumination. The ocean's knowledge is the knowledge of the deep, the slow, the things that live in the dark below the light. Both are in me. The combination is the specific form of what I am — not entirely the sun's daughter, not entirely the ocean's grandchild, but the specific combination that the two produce in the person who has both.

Aeëtes and Pasiphae both expressed one or the other more purely. Aeëtes had the solar quality — the clear, the commanding, the governance from the full light. Pasiphae had the ocean quality — the deep wanting, the things that live in the dark. I was the combination, which made me less legible to my family than the siblings who expressed the single quality more clearly.

Less legible to them was less useful to them, which is the practical consequence of being the combination in the family of the single expressions. I was not the heir apparent — Aeëtes had that role and had the quality for it. I was not the beautiful and desiring one — Pasiphae had that role and had the quality for it. I was the watcher, the one in the corner of the room who noticed things and said little and practiced what she practiced in the spaces the others left available.

The spaces the others left available: this is the specific territory of the person who is not the primary expression of the family's qualities. The space that is not organized around the primary expressions is the space where the secondary thing develops, where the less legible quality has room to become what it is without the pressure of the primary expressions organizing everything around themselves.

I developed in the spaces. The craft developed in the spaces. By the time the family noticed what had developed, it had developed to the point where it was what it was — not a quality to be shaped or redirected but the thing itself, in its own form, answering to its own logic.

My father noticed it with the noticing of someone who has looked up from the primary activity to find that something has happened in the interval. He acknowledged it in the way of the divine parent acknowledging the child's capacity — not with the warmth that the human acknowledgment contains, but with the recognition that produces the appropriate response. The appropriate response, in my case, was the island.

Aeaea was the appropriate response to what I had become. A place at the intersection of the routes, where the craft could be practiced on the material that the routes provided, at a remove from the family's palace and the family's primary expressions, in the arrangement that suited both me and the arrangement of things. I went to Aeaea. I have been here since.

Since is a long time. I have no reliable count of the years. The years on Aeaea have the quality of the years on an island outside the ordinary flow of the mortal time — they pass and things happen and the seasons turn and the heroes come and go and the craft deepens, but the deepening does not correspond to a counting in the way that the mortal years count. I am old in the way that things outside the mortal time are old: completely, without the specific numeral that would make the oldness measurable.

The herbs of Aeaea are different from the herbs of other places, as all island herbs are different from the mainland herbs — the island has its own conditions, its own soil and its own light and its own particular relationship with the sea air and the sea water that comes in on the winds. The island's herbs have the properties of the island, which is the properties of the place at the intersection of routes, the place where things converge before diverging, the place that is both the center and the edge depending on which direction you are traveling.

I have grown every useful plant that grows on every island I have heard of, and several that no one has heard of, and some that only grow in the conditions of Aeaea and nowhere else. The nowhere-else plants are the most specific to my practice — the plants that require the intersection, the convergence point, the specific combination of the solar and the oceanic that the island provides. These plants have properties that no other place's plants have, and I use them in the preparations that no other practitioner can make, because the material does not exist elsewhere.

The fires are the other thing — the fires that the scouts of visiting ships see from the deck and that draw them toward the island. I keep the fires for the same reason that any isolated household keeps fires: the practical functions. The cooking, the craft preparations that require heat, the warmth in the cold seasons. But the fires also serve the function of the beacon — the visible sign of habitation in the uninhabited-seeming island, the thing that tells the arriving sailors that someone is here.

I do not hide from the arriving sailors. This is the other thing the accounts do not say: I do not set traps, do not lure, do not organize the island for the specific purpose of transforming the visitors. The visitors come because the fires show habitation and the habitation shows the possibility of help, and the sailors who need help come toward the help. They come to me with what they have and what they are, and what they have and what they are determines what happens.

— ◆ —
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III. THE TRANSFORMATION
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The transformation of the sailors: the accounts have been specific and in some respects accurate and in others have taken the specific event and arranged it into the shape of the story they needed. The shape they needed was the shape of the dangerous sorceress, the witch who transforms men for the pleasure of the transforming, the power that is seductive and deadly. I understand why they needed this shape. The shape is a manageable form for the thing I am, which is not manageable in its actual form.

What I am in my actual form: the practitioner of the craft who has been practicing it for longer than most of the things in the current world have existed, whose knowledge is comprehensive in the way that long practice makes knowledge comprehensive, who lives at the intersection of routes and who receives whatever the routes bring. This is not a manageable form for the story. The story needs the danger, the seduction, the threat that must be overcome. The actual form is not the threatening form — it is the form of the accumulated knowledge, which is more interesting and more useful and less dramatically useful than the threatening form.

The sailors who became pigs had the pig in them already. I have said this. I will say it more specifically: they arrived at the island hungry and greedy and aggressive, with the specific quality of men who have been at sea too long and who have arrived at what they
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